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Chapter 1 


The élite 
Concept and ideology 


The word ‘élite’ was used in the seventeenth century to describe commodities of 
particular excellence; and the usage was later extended to refer to superior social 
groups, such as prestigious military units or the higher ranks of the nobility.! In 
the English language the earliest known use of ‘élite’, according to the Oxford 
English Dictionary, is in 1823, at which time it was already applied to social 
groups. But the term did not become widely used in social and political writing 
until late in the nineteenth century in Europe, or until the 1930s in Britain and 
America, when it was diffused through the sociological theories of élites, notably 
in the writings of Vilfredo Pareto. 

In his Treatise on General Sociology (1915—19) Pareto defined ‘élite’ in two 
different ways. He began with a very general definition: 


Let us assume that in every branch of human activity each individual is given 
an index which stands as a sign of his capacity, very much the way grades are 
given in the various subjects in examinations in school. The highest type of 
lawyer, for instance, will be given 10. The man who does not get a client will 
be given 1 — reserving zero for the man who is an out-and-out idiot. To the man 
who has made his millions — honestly or dishonestly as the case may be — we 
will give 10. To the man who has earned his thousands we will give 6; to such 
as just manage to keep out of the poor-house 1, keeping zero for those who get 
in... And so on for all the branches of human activity . . . So let us make a class 
of the people who have the highest indices in their branch of activity, and to 
that class give the name of élite. 

(pp. 1422-3) 


2 Elites and society 


Pareto himself does not make any further use of this concept of élite; it serves 
merely to emphasize the inequality of individual endowment in every sphere of 
social life, and as the starting point for a definition of the ‘governing élite’, which 


is his real subject matter. 


For the particular investigation with which we are engaged, a study of the 
social equilibrium, it will help if we further divide that class [the élite] into two 
classes: a governing élite, comprising individuals who directly or indirectly 
play some considerable part in government, and a non-governing élite, 
comprising the rest . . . So we get two strata in a population: (1) A lower 
stratum, the non-élite, with whose possible influence on government we are 
not just here concerned; then (2) a higher stratum, the é/ite, which is divided 
into two: (a) a governing élite; (b) a non-governing élite. 

(pp. 1423-4) 


It is not difficult to discover, from Pareto’s earlier writings, how he arrived at 
this conception. In his Cours d’économie politique (1896-7) he had propounded 
the idea of a normal curve of the distribution of wealth in a society. In Les 
systèmes socialistes (1902) he went on to argue, first, that if individuals were 
arranged according to other criteria, such as their level of intelligence, aptitude for 
mathematics, musical talent, moral character, etc., there would probably result 
distribution curves similar to that for wealth; and secondly, that if individuals 
were arranged according to their degree of political and social power or influence, 
it would be found in most societies that the same individuals occupied the same 
place in this hierarchy as in the hierarchy of wealth. ‘The so-called upper classes 
are also usually the richest. These classes represent an élite, an “aristocracy” 
(vol. I, p. 28). 

Nevertheless, there is an important difference in the formulation of the question 
in his Treatise, for Pareto here concerns himself not with a curve of distribution of 
certain attributes (including power and influence), but with a simple opposition 
between those who have power, the ‘governing élite’, and those who have none, 
the masses. This change in Pareto’s conception may well have owed something to 
the work of Gaetano Mosca, who was the first to make a systematic distinction 
between ‘élite’ and masses — though using other terms — and to attempt the 
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construction of a new science of politics on this foundation. Mosca expressed his 


fundamental idea in these words: 


Among the constant facts and tendencies that are to be found in all political 
organisms, one is so obvious that it is apparent to the most casual eye. In all 
societies — from societies that are very meagrely developed and have barely 
attained the dawnings of civilization, down to the most advanced and powerful 
societies — two classes of people appear — a class that rules and a class that is 
ruled. The first class, always the less numerous, performs all political functions, 
monopolizes power and enjoys the advantages that power brings, whereas the 
second, the more numerous class, is directed and controlled by the first, in a 
manner that is now more or less legal, now more or less arbitrary and violent. 

(1939, p. 50) 


Mosca explains the rule of the minority over the majority by the fact that the 


former is organized — 


the dominion of an organized minority, obeying a single impulse, over the 
unorganized majority is inevitable. The power of any minority is irresistible as 
against each single individual in the majority, who stands alone before the 
totality of the organized minority. At the same time, the minority is organized 


for the very reason that it is a minority. 


— and also by the fact that the minority is usually composed of superior indivi- 
duals— 


members of a ruling minority regularly have some attribute, real or apparent, 
which is highly esteemed and very influential in the society in which they live. 
(1939, p. 53) 


Both Mosca and Pareto, therefore, were concerned with élites in the sense of 
groups of people who either exercised directly, or were in a position to influence 
very strongly the exercise of, political power. At the same time, they recognized 
that the ‘governing élite’ or ‘political class’ is itself composed of distinct social 
groups. Pareto (1915-19, pp. 1429-30) observed that the ‘upper stratum of 
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society, the élite, nominally contains certain groups of people, not always very 
sharply defined, that are called aristocracies’, and he went on to refer to ‘military, 
religious, and commercial aristocracies and plutocracies’. The point was made 
more sharply ina study of élites in France by a pupil of Pareto, Marie Kolabinska 
(1912), who discussed explicitly the movement of individuals between the different 
sub-groups of the governing élite, and set out to examine in some detail the history 
of four such groups: the rich, the nobles, the armed aristocracy and the clergy. 
Nevertheless, Pareto is always inclined to emphasize more strongly the division 
between the governing élite and the non-élite, and it is Mosca who examines more 
thoroughly the composition of the élite itself, especially in the modern democratic 
societies. Thus he refers to ‘the various party organizations into which the political 
class is divided’(1939, p. 411), and which have to compete for the votes of the 


more numerous classes; and later on he remarks that 


it cannot be denied that the representative system [of government] provides a 
way for many different social forces to participate in the political system and, 
therefore, to balance and limit the influence of other social forces and the 
influence of bureaucracy in particular. 

(ibid., p. 258) 


This last passage also reveals a considerable divergence between Pareto and Mosca 
in their interpretation of the development of political systems. Pareto always 
emphasizes the universality of the distinction between governing élite and masses, 
and he reserves his most scathing comments for the modern notions of ‘democracy’, 
“‘humanitarianism’ and ‘progress’. Mosca, on the other hand, is prepared to recog- 
nize, and in a qualified way to approve, the distinctive features of modern democ- 
racy. In his first book (1884), it is true, he observes that in a parliamentary democ- 
racy, ‘the representative is not elected by the voters but, as a rule, has himself 
elected by them... or... his friends have him elected’ (pp. 250-1); but in his later 
works he concedes that the majority may, through its representatives, have a certain 
control over government policy. As Meisel (1958) notes, it is only in his criticism of 
Marx that Mosca makes a sharp disjunction between masses and minorities; for the 
most part he presents a more subtle and complex theory in which the political class 


itselfis influenced and restrained by a variety of ‘social forces’ (representing numer- 
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ous different interests in society), and also by the moral unity of the society as a 
whole which is expressed in the rule of law. In Mosca’s theory, an élite does not 
simply rule by force and fraud, but ‘represents’, in some sense, the interests and 
purposes of important and influential groups in the society. 

There is another element, too, in Mosca’s theory which modifies its original 
stark outlines. In modern times, the élite is not simply raised high above the rest 
of society; it is intimately connected with society through a sub-élite, a much 
larger group which comprises, to all intents and purposes, the whole ‘new middle 
class’ of civil servants, managers and white-collar workers, scientists and engineers, 
scholars and intellectuals. This group does not only supply recruits to the élite 
(the ruling class in the narrow sense); it is itself a vital element in the government 
of society, and Mosca observes that ‘the stability of any political organism 
depends on the level of morality, intelligence and activity that this second stratum 
has attained’ (1939, p. 404). It is not unreasonable, then, to claim, as did Gramsci 
(1964a), that Mosca’s 


political class . . . is a puzzle. One does not exactly understand what Mosca means, 
so fluctuating and elastic is the notion. Sometimes he seems to think of the middle 
class, sometimes of men of property in general, and then again of those who call 
themselves ‘the educated’. But on other occasions Mosca apparently has in mind 
the ‘political personnel’. 

(p. 140) 


And later, with more certainty: 


Mosca’s ‘political class’ is nothing but the intellectual section of the ruling 
group. Mosca’s term approximates Pareto’s élite concept — another attempt to 
interpret the historical phenomenon of the intelligentsia and its function in 
political and social life. 

(Gramsci 1964b, p. 4 n1) 


The conceptual scheme which Mosca and Pareto have handed down thus 
comprises the following common notions: in every society there is, and must be, 
a minority which rules over the rest of society; this minority — the ‘political class’ 
or ‘governing élite’, composed of those who occupy the posts of political command 
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and, more vaguely, those who can directly influence political decisions — undergoes 
changes in its membership over a period of time, ordinarily by the recruitment of 
new individual members from the lower strata of society, sometimes by the 
incorporation of new social groups, and occasionally by the complete replacement 
of the established élite by a ‘counter-élite’, as occurs in revolutions. This 
phenomenon, the ‘circulation of élites’, will be examined more fully in a later 
chapter. From this point, the conceptions of Pareto and Mosca diverge. Pareto 
insists more strongly upon the separation between rulers and ruled in every 
society, and dismisses the view that a democratic political system differs from 
any other in this respect.* He explains the circulation of élites in mainly 
psychological terms, making use of the idea of residues (sentiments) which he set 
out at great length in the earlier parts of his Treatise (1915-19, chaps 6-8). 
Mosca, on the other hand, is much more aware of the heterogeneity of the élite, 
the higher stratum of the political class, itself; of the interests or social forces 
which are represented in it; and, in the case of modern societies, of its intimate 
bonds with the rest of society, principally through the lower stratum of the 
political class, the ‘new middle class’. Thus Mosca also allows that there is a 
difference between modern democracies and other types of polity, and to some 
extent he recognizes that there is interaction between the ruling minority and the 
majority, instead of a simple dominance by the former over the latter. Finally, 
Mosca explains the circulation of élites sociologically as well as psychologically, 
insofar as he accounts for the rise of new élites (or of new elements in the élite) in 
part by the emergence of social forces which represent new interests (be they 
technological, economic, or cultural) in the society.° 

Many later studies of élites followed Pareto and Mosca, especially the latter, 
closely in their concern with problems of political power. Thus H.D. Lasswell, both 
in his early writings, which were commended by Mosca himself, and later in the 
Hoover Institute Studies on élites, devoted himself particularly to the study of the 
political élite, which he defined in the following terms: ‘The political élite comprises 
the power holders of a body politic. The power holders include the leadership and 
the social formations from which leaders typically come, and to which accountability 
is maintained, during a given period’ (Lasswell et al., 1952). The difference from the 
conceptions of Pareto and Mosca is that the political élite is here distinguished from 
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other élites which are less closely associated with the exercise of power, although 
they may have a considerable social influence, and that the idea of ‘social formations’ 
(including social classes) from which élites are typically recruited is re-introduced 
into a scheme of thought from which, especially in Pareto’s theory, it had been 
expelled. A similar development is apparent in the writings of Raymond Aron 
(1950, 1960), who was also chiefly concerned with the élite in the sense of a 
governing minority, but attempted to establish a relation between the élite and social 
classes,‘ at the same time emphasizing the plurality of élites in modern societies and 
examining the social influence of the intellectual élite, which does not ordinarily 
form part of the system of political power (Aron 1957). 

The fresh distinctions and refinements which have been made in the concept of the 
élite call for a more discriminating terminology than has been employed hitherto.’ The 
term ‘élite (s)’ is now generally applied, in fact, to functional, mainly occupational, 
groups which have high status (for whatever reason) in a society; and I shall use it, 
though with some later qualifications, in this sense. The study of such élites may be 
fruitful in several ways: the size of the élites, the number of different élites, their 
relations with each other and with the groups that wield political power, are among the 
important facts which have to be considered in distinguishing between different types 
of society and in accounting for changes in social structure; so, too, is the closed or 
open character of the élites, or in other words, the nature of the recruitment of their 
members and the degree of social mobility which this implies. If the general term ‘élite’ 
is to be applied to these functional groups, we shall need another term for the minority 
which rules a society, which is not a functional group in the same sense, and is in any 
case of such great social importance that it deserves to be given a distinctive name. I 
shall use here Mosca’s term, the ‘political class’, to refer to all those groups which 
exercise political power or influence, and are directly engaged in struggles for political 
leadership; and I shall distinguish within the political class a smaller group, the political 
élite, or governing élite, which comprises those individuals who actually exercise 
political power in a society at any given time. The extent of the political élite is, 
therefore, relatively easy to determine: it will include members of the government and 
of the high administration, military leaders, and, in some cases, politically influential 
families ofan aristocracy or royal house and leaders of powerful economic enterprises. 


It is less easy to set the boundaries of the political class; it will, of course, include the 
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political élite, but it may also include ‘counter-élites’ comprising the leaders of political 
parties which are out of office, and representatives of new social interests or classes 
such as trade union leaders, as well as groups of businessmen, and intellectuals who 
are active in politics. The political class, therefore, is composed of a number of groups 
which may be engaged in varying degrees of cooperation, competition or conflict with 
each other. 

The concept of the political élite was presented by Mosca and Pareto as a key 
term in a new social science,® but it had another aspect which is scarcely less 
apparent in their writings: namely, that it formed part of a political doctrine which 
was opposed to, or critical of, modern democracy, and still more opposed to 
modern socialism.’ C.J. Friedrich (1950) drew attention to the fact that the 
nineteenth-century European doctrines of role by an élite of superior individuals 
— doctrines which encompassed Carlyle’s philosophy of the hero and Nietzsche’s 
vision of the superman as well as the more prosaic studies of Mosca, Pareto and 
Burckhardt — were ‘all offspring of a society containing as yet many feudal 
remnants’, and that these doctrines represented so many different attempts to 
revive ancient ideas of social hierarchy and to erect obstacles to the spread of 
democratic notions. The social environment of such doctrines was defined still 
more narrowly by Lukacs (1954), who argued that the problem of political 
leadership was raised by sociologists precisely in those countries which had not 
succeeded in establishing a genuine bourgeois democracy, and where feudal elements 
were especially strong; and he pointed to Max Weber’s concept of ‘charisma’ (in 
Germany) and Pareto’s concept of ‘élites’ (in Italy) as similar and typical 
manifestations of this preoccupation. 

The opposition between the idea of élites and the idea of democracy may be 
expressed in two forms: first, that the insistence in the élite theories upon the 
inequality of individual endowment runs counter to a fundamental strand in 
democratic political thought, which is inclined rather to emphasize an underlying 
equality of individuals; and secondly, that the notion of a governing minority 
contradicts the democratic theory of majority role. But this opposition need not 
be by any means so rigorous and extreme as appears at first sight. If democracy is 
regarded as being primarily a political system, it may well be argued, as many 
have done, that ‘government by the people’ (i.e. the effective rule of the majority) 
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is impossible in practice, and that the significance of political democracy is primarily 
that the positions of power in society are open in principle to everyone, that 
there is competition for power, and that the holders of power at any time are 
accountable to the electorate. Schumpeter (1942), following Max Weber, presented 
such a view of democracy, which has since been widely accepted, when he defined 
the democratic method as ‘that institutional arrangement for arriving at political 
decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive 
struggle for the people’s vote’. Similarly, Karl Mannheim, who at an earlier stage 
had seen in the views of the élite theorists an irrational justification of ‘direct 
action’, and of unconditional subordination to a leader, came later to regard such 


theories as being compatible with democracy: 


the actual shaping of policy is in the hands of élites; but this does not mean to 
say that the society is not democratic. For it is sufficient for democracy that 
the individual citizens, though prevented from taking a direct part in government 
all the time, have at least the possibility of making their aspirations felt at 
certain intervals. 

(1956, part III, p. 179) 


Moreover, it can equally well be argued that, even if democracy is regarded as 
comprising more than a political system, it is still compatible with élite theories; 
for the idea of equality which democracy as a form of society may be held to 
imply can easily be reinterpreted as ‘equality of opportunity’. Democracy will 
then be treated as a type of society in which the élites — economic and cultural, as 
well as political — are ‘open’ in principle, and are in fact recruited from different 
social strata on the basis of individual merit. This conception of the place of élites 
ina democracy is actually suggested by the theory of the circulation of élites, and 
is stated explicitly in Mosca’s writings. 

It needs to be emphasized at this point that both the conceptions I have discussed 
— that of political competition, and that of equality of opportunity — can be presented 
as corollaries of liberal, or /aissez-faire, economic theory, as Schumpeter was quite 
aware: ‘This concept [of competition for political leadership] presents similar difficulties 
as the concept of competition in the economic sphere, with which it may be usefully 
compared’ (1942, p. 271). A later writer (Williams 1958) stated the connexion still 
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more forcefully: ‘the theory of élites is, essentially, only a refinement of social laissez- 
faire. The doctrine of opportunity in education is a mere silhouette of the doctrine of 
economic individualism, with its emphasis on competition and “getting- on” ’ (p. 
236). In one sense, therefore, the élite theories of Pareto and Mosca were not (and 
those of their successors are not now) opposed to the general idea of democracy. Their 
original and main antagonist was, in fact, socialism, and especially Marxist socialism. 
As Mosca (1939, p. 327) wrote: ‘In the world in which we are living socialism will be 
arrested only if a realistic political science succeeds in demolishing the metaphysical 
and optimistic methods that prevail at present in social studies.’ This ‘realistic science’, 
which Pareto, Weber, Michels and others in different ways helped to further, was 
intended above all to refute Marx’s theory of social classes on two essential points: 
first, to show that the Marxist conception of a ‘ruling class’ is erroneous, by 
demonstrating the continual circulation of élites, which prevents in most societies, and 
especially in the modern industrial societies, the formation ofa stable and closed ruling 
class; and secondly, to show that a classless society is impossible, since in every 
society there is, and must be, a minority which actually rules. As Meisel (1958, p. 10) 


so aptly comments: 


‘Elite’ was originally a middle class notion ... . [In the Marxist theory] the proletariat 
is to be the ultimate class which will usher in the classless society. Not so. Rather, the 
history of all societies, past and future, is the history ofits ruling classes . . . there will 
always be aruling class, and therefore exploitation. This is the anti-socialist, specifically 
anti-Marxist, bent of the élitist theory as it unfolds in the last decade of the nineteenth 
century. 


The élitist theories also opposed socialist doctrines in a more general way, by 
substituting for the notion ofa class which rules by virtue of economic or military 
power the notion of an élite which rules because of the superior qualities of its 
members. As Kolabinska (1912, p. 5) says, ‘the principal notion conveyed by the 
term ‘élite’ is that of superiority’ .' 

These reflections upon the ideological elements in élite theories provoke some 
further questions. It is possible, as I have suggested, to reconcile the idea of élites 
with democratic social theories; yet the early exponents of élite theories were for 


the most part critical of, or hostile to, democracy (although Mosca changed his 
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views somewhat after his experience of Fascist rule in Italy, and became a cautious 
defender of some aspects of democratic government), and the hostility is still 
more marked in the case of those, such as Carlyle and Nietzsche, who presented 
social myths rather than scientific theories of politics. How is this to be explained? 
There is, first, the fact that these nineteenth-century thinkers conceived democracy 
in a different way, as a stage in the ‘revolt of the masses’ leading with apparent 
necessity towards socialism. In criticizing democracy, therefore, they were, in an 
indirect way, combating socialism itself. It should be noticed, further, that the 
élite theorists themselves have had an important influence in producing the new 
definitions of democracy, such as that of Schumpeter, which are then held up as 
being compatible with the notion of élites. These developments in social thought, 
which have affected our modern conceptions of both democracy and socialism, 
will be examined more closely in a later chapter. 

Another characteristic of the élite theories has been reproduced in many recent 
social theories which are directed against socialism; it is that, while these theories 
criticize the determinism which they find especially in Marxism, they themselves 
tend to establish an equally strict kind of determinism. The fundamental argument 
of the élite theorists is not merely that every known society has been divided into 
two strata — a ruling minority and a majority which is ruled — but that all societies 
must be so divided. In what respect, we may ask, is this less deterministic than 
Marxism? For whether human beings are obliged to attain the classless society or 
are necessarily prevented from ever attaining it, are they not equally unfree? It 
may be objected that the cases are not alike: that the élite theorists are only 
excluding one form of society as impossible while leaving open other possibilities 
(and Mosca claimed that in the social sciences it is easier to foresee what is never 
going to happen than to foresee exactly what will happen); whereas the Marxists 
are predicting that a particular form of society will necessarily come into existence. 
But one might equally well say that the élite theorists — and especially Pareto — 
are claiming that one type of political society is universal and necessary, and that 
the Marxists deny the universal validity of this ‘law of élites and masses’ and 
assert the liberty of human beings to imagine and create new forms of society. In 
short, there is in both theories an element of social determinism which may be 
more or less strongly emphasized. 

I mention this question now only in order to bring out the connexion between 
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the ideological and the theoretical aspects of the concept of élites. The concept 
refers to an observable social phenomenon and takes its place in theories which 
attempt to explain social happenings, especially political changes. At the same 
time the concept made its appearance in social thought at a time and in circumstances 
which at once gave it an ideological significance in the contest between capitalism 
and socialism, and it spread widely in doctrines which have an avowed ideological 
purpose. Even later, even in our supposedly post-ideological age, the concept 
cannot be regarded as a purely scientific construct; for every sociological concept 
and theory has an ideological force by reason of its influence upon the thoughts 
and actions of human beings in their everyday life. It may have this influence 
either because it is impregnated with a social doctrine, or because, while excluding 
any immediate doctrinal influence, it nevertheless draws attention to and 
emphasizes certain features of social life and neglects others, and thus persuades 
individuals to conceive of their condition and their possible future in one set of 
terms rather than another. To criticize a conceptual scheme or a theory in its 
ideological aspect is not, therefore, simply to show its connexion with a broader 
doctrine of human nature and society and to oppose another social doctrine to it; 
it is also, or mainly, to show the scientific limitations of the concepts and theories, 
and to propose new concepts and theories which are truer or more adequate to 
describe and analyse what actually occurs in social life. In what follows I shall be 
concerned, for the most part, with just such a critical examination of the idea of 
élites, and only at the end of the book shall I return to a discussion of the rival 
social doctrines which are powerfully if incompletely expressed through the 
scientific theories. 


NOTES 


1 See the Dictionnaire de Trévous (1771) where the primary meaning of élite is 
given as ‘Ce qu’il y a de meilleur dans chaque espèce de marchandise’, and it 
is then added that ‘ce terme a passé de la boutique des marchands a d’autres 
usages . . . (troupes d’élite, l'élite de la noblesse)’. (Quoted in Sereno, 1938, p. 
515.) In the sixteenth century, according to Edmond Huguet, Dictionnaire de la 
langue française du seizième siècle, the word élite meant simply choix (a choice); 
faire élite meant ‘to make a choice’. See also, on the early uses of the term itself 
and of the idea of élites, Dreitzel (1962) and Lasswell et al. (1952). The idea 
that the community should be ruled by a group of superior individuals figures 
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prominently in Plato’s thought, and even more in the Brahminical caste-doc- 
trines which regulated ancient Indian society. In another form, which yet has an 
important influence upon social theories, many religious creeds have expressed 
the notion of an élite in terms of the ‘elect of God’. The modern, social and 
political, conception of élites may perhaps be traced back to Saint-Simon’s 
advocacy of the rule of scientists and industrialists; but in Saint-Simon’s work 
the idea is qualified in numerous ways, and especially by his recognition of class 
differences and of the opposition between the rich and the poor, which allowed 
his immediate followers to develop his thought in the direction of socialism. It 
was in the positive philosophy of Auguste Comte that the élitist and authoritar- 
ian elements in Saint-Simon’s thought, allied with the ideas of de Bonald, were 
restored to prominence, and so influenced directly the creators of the modern 
theory of élites, Mosca and Pareto. 

2 This English version, The Ruling Class, edited by Arthur Livingston, is a conflation 
and rearrangement of chapters from two separate editions of Mosca’s Elementi 
di scienza politica (1st edn 1896, 2nd revised and enlarged edn 1923). A study of 
Mosca’s work by Meisel (1958) makes clear that Mosca had formulated the 
main elements of his doctrine in his first book, Sulla Teorica dei governi e sul 
governo parlamentare: Studi storici e sociali (1884), and shows how this doctrine 
was elaborated and qualified in his later writings. Meisel also discusses with great 
fairness (1958, chap. 8) the relation between the ideas of Mosca and Pareto and 
shows that the latter can hardly be convicted of simple plagiarism (as Mosca 
claimed); nevertheless, Pareto’s later account of the governing élite does seem 
to owe a great deal to Mosca’s doctrine. See also the recent comprehensive 
study of Mosca’s conception of the ‘political class’ by Albertoni (1987). 

3 See, however, the comments by Albertoni (1987, pp. 34-6), who argues that 
Mosca’s conception had, in the context of its time, a substantial coherence, 
even though it combined scientific elements with ideological motives; and that 
it can become ‘a powerful instrument for completing the Marxist interpretation 
of political struggle, institutions and history’. 

4 Except that under the influence of democratic sentiments the governing élite is 
likely to be hesitant and incompetent in its rule. As so often, there is a conflict 
here between Pareto’s science and his political doctrine; in a democratic system 
there is still, inevitably, a governing élite, and yet Pareto inveighs against 
democracy as though it were actually a real threat to the existence of such an 
élite. 

5 Cf. Meisel, (1958, p. 303): 


like the Marxian classes, Mosca’s social forces closely reflect all the changes, 
economic, social, cultural, of an evolving civilization. With every new need, 
new social forces rise to meet the challenge and to ask their share of power of 
the old established interests. 
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Elites and society 


‘The problem of combining in a synthesis “class” sociology and “élite” sociology 
. can be reduced to the following question: “What is the relation between 

social differentiation and political hierarchy in modern societies?” ’ (Aron 

1950, p. 128). 

This was also proposed by Aron (1960), and I follow his suggestions to some 

extent. 

Both writers insisted strongly upon the positive, scientific character of their 

studies, and their merits in this respect were very favourably assessed in James 

Burnham’s The Machiavellians (1943). 

The critique of socialist doctrines and movements is a prominent feature of 

Robert Michels’ Political Parties (1911), which will be examined later. See also, 

on Michels, Beetham (1981) and Brym (1980). 

S.F. Nadel (1956) also emphasized ‘social superiority’ as the distinguishing 

feature of an élite, without noticing the ideological element in this conception. 


Chapter 2 


From the ruling class to 
the power élite 


The concern which Mosca and Pareto displayed to create a new science of politics 


was provoked, as we have seen, by their opposition to socialism, and especially 


to Marx’s social theory, which had given to the developing labour movement a 


remarkable intellectual energy and self-confidence. But is this new science of the 


‘Machiavellians’, as Burnham (1943) called them, superior to Marx’s theory of 


social classes and class conflict? 


1 


Marx’s theory may be stated briefly in the following propositions: 


In every society beyond the most primitive, two categories of people may be 
distinguished: 

(i) aruling class, and 

(ii) one or more subject classes. 

The dominant position of the ruling class is to be explained by its possession 
of the major instruments of economic production, but its political dominance 
is consolidated by the hold which it establishes over military force and over 
the production of ideas. 

There is perpetual conflict between the ruling class and the subject class or 
classes; and the nature and course of such conflict is influenced primarily by 
the development of productive forces, i.e. by changes in technology. 

The lines of class conflict are most sharply drawn in the modern capitalist 
societies, because in such societies the divergence of economic interests appears 
most clearly, unobscured by any personal bonds such as those of feudal 


society, and because the development of capitalism brings about a more radical 
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polarization of classes than has existed in any other type of society, by its 

unrivalled concentration of wealth at one extreme of society and of poverty at 

the other, and by its gradual elimination of the intermediate and transitional 
social strata. 

5 The class struggle within capitalist society will end with the victory of the 
working class, and this victory will be followed by the construction of a 
classless socialist society. A number of reasons are advanced for expecting the 
advent of this form of society: 

(i) The tendency of modern capitalism is to create a homogeneous working 
class, from which it is unlikely that new social divisions will spring in the 
future. 

(ii) The revolutionary struggle of the workers itself engenders cooperation 
and a sentiment of community, and this sentiment is strengthened by the 
moral and social doctrines which the revolutionary movement produces, 
and which have been absorbed into Marx’s own thought. 

(iii) Capitalism creates the material and cultural preconditions for a classless 
society — the material conditions by its immense productivity which 
renders possible the satisfaction of the basic needs of all human beings 
and removes the edge from the struggle for physical survival, and the 
cultural conditions by overcoming the ‘idiocy of rural life’, promoting 
literacy, diffusing scientific knowledge, and engaging the mass of the 
people in political life. 


Marx’s theory was the most comprehensive and systematic which had been 
propounded in the social sciences up to that time, and in retrospect it is not 
surprising that for more than a century its influence on social thought and on the 
development of the labour movement should have been so powerful. Nor is it 
surprising, on the other hand, that the boldness and range of its generalizations, 
and the revolutionary doctrine which claimed to be founded upon them, should 
have attracted so many critical refutations. The lines of criticism have been various. 
At one level the economic interpretation of history is attacked in very general 
terms, as amonocausal theory which cannot possibly do justice to the complexity 
of historical changes. Both Mosca and Pareto argued in this manner, as did Max 
Weber, but in the course of their argument they extended unjustifiably the scope 


From the ruling class to the power élite 17 


of Marx’s theory. Marx did not say that all social and cultural changes could be 
explained by economic factors. What he claimed to establish was that the principal 
types of society, primarily within the area of European civilization, could be 
distinguished in terms of their economic systems, and that major social changes, 
from one type of society to another, could best be explained by changes in 
economic activity which brought into existence new social groups with new 
interests. 

A more serious criticism of Marx’s theory would consist in showing that one 
or more of the principal types of society, as defined by him, came into existence, 
was maintained or declined by the operation of non-economic factors. This is 
what Schumpeter (1942, pp. 12-13), for example, intended when he drew attention 
to the difficulty of explaining the rise of European feudalism by economic factors 
alone, and to the tendency of social institutions to maintain their form in changed 


economic circumstances: 


Social structures, types and attitudes are coins that do not readily melt. Once 
they are formed they persist, possibly for centuries, and since different 
structures and types display different degrees of this ability to survive, we 
almost always find that actual group and national behaviour more or less 
departs from what we should expect it to be if we tried to infer it from the 
dominant forms of the productive process. Though this applies quite generally, 
it is most clearly seen when a highly durable structure transfers itself bodily 
from one country to another . . . A related case is of more ominous significance. 
Consider the emergence of the feudal type of landlordism in the kingdom of the 
Franks during the sixth and seventh centuries. This was certainly a most 
important event that shaped the structure of society for many ages and also 
influenced conditions of production, wants and technology included. But its 
simplest explanation is to be found in the function of military leadership 
previously filled by the families and individuals who (retaining that function 
however) became feudal landlords after the definitive conquest of the new 
territory. 


The emergence of feudal societies, in Europe and elsewhere, does indeed constitute 
a difficult problem for the Marxist theory, since although these societies can be 
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regarded as resulting immediately from a combination of traditions of military 
chieftainship with large-scale landownership in a settled agrarian society (and so 
not entirely excluded from the scope of an economic interpretation of history), 
nevertheless they appear primarily as political creations, which arise in response 
to the disintegration of centralized empires. 

A still more damaging criticism of Marx’s theory, along the same lines, would 
be one which cast doubt upon the economic interpretation of the origins of 
modern capitalism, i.e. upon the explanation of the very transition from one type 
of society to another which Marx examined in the greatest detail and which he 
thought provided convincing evidence for his theory. The best known of such 
criticisms is Max Weber’s (1904-5) attempt to show that the development of 
modern capitalism required, besides the economic changes and the formation ofa 
new class which Marx had postulated, a radical change of attitude towards work 
and the accumulation of wealth, which the Protestant religion brought about. 
Weber introduced many qualifications into his argument — including the recognition 
that Protestant doctrines were mainly accepted by those social groups which 
were already engaged in capitalistic economic activities — but it stands none the 
less as an attempted refutation of Marx, insofar as it denies that the change from 
feudalism to capitalism was brought about solely or primarily by economic factors. 
But how far is Weber’s own thesis valid? It has been criticized on various grounds: 
that it is historically inaccurate in its portrayal of the Protestant ethic, and in its 
account of the connexions between Protestantism and capitalistic enterprise; and 
more generally, that it does not provide an independent explanation of the rise of 
capitalism. In order to do this, Weber would have had to show, not merely that the 
Protestant ethic was a significant element in the formation of new economic 
attitudes, but also that no other ideas which were germinating in the circles of the 
bourgeoisie could have served the same purpose, and that the historical accident 
of the Reformation was therefore essential to the development of capitalism. In 
recent years the value of Weber’s thesis has come to be more modestly assessed, ! 
as emphasizing more strongly than Marx’s theory had done (in spite of Marx’s 
analysis of Utilitarianism as the ideology of the bourgeoisie) the importance of 
ideologies in accelerating or retarding social changes. At the present day, we are 


perhaps better able to recognize the significance of ideologies in social change, 
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because we have the experience, on the one hand, of the achievements of Marxism 
itself as an ideology which had an important role in promoting rapid 
industrialization in the Soviet Union, but also, in its Stalinist version, created a 
totalitarian society; and on the other hand, of the retarding influence of traditional 
creeds in some pre-industrial countries. 

The value of Marx’s concept of the ruling class depends upon the truth of his 
general social theory. If that theory is not universally valid a ruling class may also 
be conceived as originating from military power, or in modern times from the 
power of a political party, as well as from the ownership of the means of production. 
It may still be maintained, however, that the consolidation of a ruling class requires 
the concentration of the various types of power — economic, military and political 
— and that, as a matter of fact, in most societies the formation of this class has 
begun with the acquisition of economic power. But this raises a more fundamental 
question about the idea of a ruling class. Is it the case that in every society other 
than the most simple and primitive this concentration of power occurs, that a 
ruling class is formed? It should be said at once that the different types of society 
conform in varying degrees with Marx’s model of a society which is clearly 
divided between a ruling class and subject classes. The most favourable case is 
probably that of European feudalism, characterized by the rule of a warrior class” 
which had securely in its hands the ownership of land, military force and political 
authority, and which received the ideological support of a powerful Church. But 
even here, a number of qualifications are necessary. The idea of a cohesive ruling 
class is contradicted by the decentralization of political power which was 
characteristic of feudal societies, and at the stage when this decentralization was 
overcome — in the absolute monarchies — the European societies were no longer 
ruled, in a strict sense, by a warrior nobility. Nevertheless, the nobility of the 
ancien régime does come close to the ideal type of a ruling class. 

Another case which fits Marx’s model well in many respects is that of the 
bourgeoisie of early capitalism. Its development as an important social class can 
well be explained by economic changes, and its rise in the economic sphere was 
accompanied by the acquisition of other positions of power and prestige in 
society — in politics, administration, the armed forces and the educational system. 


This conquest of power in the different spheres of society was a long and confused 
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process, which had many local variations in the European countries, and Marx’s 
model was an abstraction from the complex historical reality, bringing together the 
experiences of the revolution in France — the most violent ideological and political 
expression of the rise of a new class — and those of the industrial revolution in 
England. Nevertheless, the pattern of events does conform broadly with Marx’s 
scheme; in England, the Reform Act of 1832 gave political power to the bourgeoisie, 
and it produced changes in the character of legislation even if it did not, for some 
considerable time, change the social composition of parliament or cabinets;? the 
reform of the civil service after 1855 opened the way for upper middle-class 
aspirants to the highest administrative posts;* and the development of public 
schools created new opportunities for children from the newly rich industrial and 
commercial families to be trained for élite positions. The bourgeoisie also gained 
powerful ideological support, according to Marx’s account, from the political 
economists and the Utilitarian philosophers. 

Nevertheless, the bourgeoisie appears in several respects a less cohesive ruling 
class than the feudal nobility. It does not actually combine in the same persons 
military, political and economic power, and there arises the possibility of conflicts 
of interest between the different groups which represent (as Marx says) the 
bourgeoisie. Furthermore, capitalist society is more open and mobile than was 
feudal society; and in the ideological sphere especially, with the development of 
secular intellectual occupations, conflicting doctrines may arise. Marx expected 
that the polarization of the two principal classes — the bourgeoisie and industrial 
working class — would accompany the development of capitalism, and that the 
rule of the bourgeoisie would become more manifest and more onerous. But this 
did not happen in the advanced capitalist societies: the different spheres of power 
have to some extent become more distinct, and the sources of power more numerous 
and varied; the contrast and opposition between the ‘two great classes’ of Marx’s 
theory has been modified by the growth of the new middle classes* and by a more 
complex differentiation of occupation and status; and at least since 1945 political 
rule has generally become milder and less repressive. 

One important element in this development has been the gradual attainment, in 
the twentieth century, of universal adult suffrage, which produces, in principle, a 


separation between economic and political power. Marx himself considered that 
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the achievement of universal suffrage would be a revolutionary step, which would 
transfer political power to the working class.° Thus, whereas the connexion between 
economic and political power can easily be established in the case of feudal 
society, or in the case of early capitalism with its limitation of political rights to 
property owners, it cannot be so easily shown in the case of the modern capitalist 
democracies, and the notion of a distinct and self-perpetuating ruling class becomes 
more contentious. 

Another important factor has been the development of the postwar welfare 
state, and increasing intervention by the democratic state in the regulation of 
economic life, sometimes — especially in Western Europe — ina more ‘socialistic’ 
direction through progressive taxation, the extension of public ownership and 
some degree of economic planning. Nevertheless, in spite of these changes it may 
be argued that a capitalist class still wields great economic and political power 
(Bottomore and Brym 1989), and that in some respects this power has increased 
during the latter part of the twentieth century, economically through the massive 
concentration of capital in giant corporations, and politically through the growth 
of the middle classes and the decline in numbers and influence of the traditional 
working class. 

These, in brief, are some of the principal matters of dispute raised by Marx’s 
conception of the ruling class. The value of that conception lies in the rigorous 
attempt to analyse the sources of political power, and to explain major changes of 
political regime. With its aid Marx succeeded in expressing in a more exact form an 
idea which recurs continually in popular thought and in social theory, namely that 
one of the principal structural features of human societies is their division into a 
ruling and exploiting group on one side, and subject, exploited groups on the other 
(Ossowski 1963, chap. 2); in providing an explanation of the causes of this 
division by connecting in an impressive synthesis a mass of hitherto unrelated 
economic, political and cultural facts; and in accounting for changes in social 
structure by the rise and fall of classes. The concept of the ‘governing élite’ was 
proposed as an alternative, partly, as we have seen, in order to demonstrate the 
impossibility of attaining a classless form of society, but also to meet some of the 
theoretical difficulties which we have just considered. It avoids, in particular, the 
difficulty of showing that a particular class, defined in terms of its economic 
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position, does in fact dominate all the spheres of social life; but it does so only at 
the cost of abandoning any attempt to explain the phenomena to which it refers. 
The governing élite, according to Mosca and Pareto, comprises those who occupy 
the recognized positions of political power in a society. Thus, when we ask who 
has power in a particular society, the reply is, those who have power, i.e. those 
who occupy the specified positions. This is scarcely illuminating; it does not tell 
us how these particular individuals come to occupy the positions of power. Or 
else it is misleading; if, for example, those who appear to have power in the formal 
system of government are in fact subject to the power of other individuals or 
groups outside this system. Nor does this idea of a governing élite provide much 
help in the explanation of political changes. Pareto’s theory of the circulation of 
élites, which I shall examine in the next chapter, rests upon assertions about the 
distribution of psychological characteristics in a population which present 
numerous difficulties and remain untested in Pareto’s own work. Mosca, on the 
other hand, when he turns to consider the problems of political change, has to 
introduce the notion of ‘social forces’ (i.e. important interests in society) as the 
source of new élites; and as Meisel (1958) commented, this brings him 
‘uncomfortably close to Marx’. 

The difficulties in the concept of a governing élite can be seen most clearly in 
Mills’ (1956) study, which shows the influence of Marx on one side and of Mosca 
and Pareto on the other. Mills (p. 277) explains his preference for the term ‘power 
élite’ rather than ‘ruling class’ by saying: 


“Ruling class’ is a badly loaded phrase. ‘Class’ is an economic term; ‘rule’ a 
political one. The phrase ‘ruling class’ thus contains the theory that an economic 
class rules politically. That short-cut theory may or may not at times be true, 
but we do not want to carry that one rather simple theory about in the terms 
that we use to define our problems; we wish to state the theories explicitly, 
using terms of more precise and unilateral meaning. Specifically, the phrase 
‘ruling class’, in its common political connotations, does not allow enough 
autonomy to the political order and its agents, and it says nothing about the 
military as such... We hold that such a simple view of ‘economic determinism’ 
must be elaborated by ‘political determinism’ and ‘military determinism’; that 


the higher agents of each of these three domains now often have a noticeable 
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degree of autonomy; and that only in the often intricate ways of coalition do 
they make up and carry through the most important decisions. 


Mills defines the power élite in much the same way as Pareto defined his 
“governing élite’, saying that ‘we may define the power élite in terms of the means 
of power — as those who occupy the command posts’ (p. 23). But the analysis 
which proceeds from this definition has a number of unsatisfactory features. In 
the first place, Mills distinguishes three major élites in the USA — the corporation 
heads, the political leaders and the military chiefs — and he is obliged to go on to 
enquire whether these three groups together form a single power élite, and if so, 
what it is that binds them together. One possible answer to these questions is to 
say that the three groups do form a single élite because they are representatives of 
an upper class, which has to be regarded, consequently, as a ruling class. But 
Mills, although he emphasizes that most of the members of these élites are in fact 
drawn from a socially recognized upper class, says initially that he will leave 
open the question of whether or not it is such a class which rules through the 
élites, and when he returns to the problem it is only to reject the Marxist idea of 
a ruling class in the passage cited above. In short, the question is never seriously 
discussed, and this is a curious failing in the particular case which Mills is examining, 
and in the context of the ideas which he is expressing. He had previously rejected 
the view that there is popular control of the power élite through voting or other 
means, and emphasized the unity of the élite, as well as the homogeneity of its 
social origins — all of which points to the consolidation of a ruling class. The 
formulation which he actually gives is vague and unconvincing: it is a reference to 
‘the often uneasy coincidence of economic, military, and political power’, a 
coincidence which he proposed to explain largely by the pressures of the 
international conflict in which the USA was engaged. 

Such problems have frequently been raised also in criticisms of Mosca and 
Pareto. Thus, Friedrich (1950, pp. 259-60) observed that one of the most 
problematical parts of all élite doctrines is the assumption that the men of power 
do constitute a cohesive group: 


In the light of the continuous change in the composition of the majority, it is 


not possible to say, under conditions such as prevail in a functioning democracy, 
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that those who play some considerable part in government constitute a cohesive 


group. 


This view of the élite in modern democracies has been widely held and was stated 
boldly in the conclusions of a study of the upper strata of British society: 


the rulers are not at all close-knit or united. They are not so much in the centre 
of a solar system, as in a cluster of interlocking circles, each one largely 
preoccupied with its own professionalism and expertise, and touching others 
only at one edge . . . they are not a single Establishment but a ring of 
Establishments, with slender connexions. The frictions and balances between 
the different circles are the supreme safeguard of democracy. No one man can 
stand in the centre, for there is no centre.’ 

(Sampson 1962, p. 624) 


Mills rejected this fashionable liberal-minded doctrine, which he summarized 


as follows: 


Far from being omnipotent, the élites are thought to be so scattered as to lack 
any coherence as a historical force . . . Those who occupy the formal places of 
authority are so checkmated — by other élites exerting pressure, or by the 
public as an electorate, or by constitutional codes — that although there may be 
upper classes, there is no ruling class; although there may be men of power, 
there is no power élite; although there may be a system of stratification, it has 
no effective top. 

(1956, pp. 16-17) 


As we have seen, he insists that the three principal élites — economic, political and 
military — are, in fact, a cohesive group, and he supports his view by establishing 
the similarity of their social origins, the close personal and family relationships 
between those in the different élites, and the frequency of interchange of personnel 
between the three spheres. But since he resists the conclusion that the group is a 
ruling class he is unable to provide a convincing explanation, as distinct from 
description, of the solidarity of the power élite. Furthermore, by eliminating the 
idea of a ruling class, he also excludes that of classes in opposition; and so he 


arrives at an extremely pessimistic account of American society. 


From the ruling class to the power élite 25 


The real themes of his book are, first, the transformation of a society in which 
numerous small and autonomous groups had an effective say in the making of 
political decisions, into a mass society in which the power élite decides all 
important issues and keeps the masses quiet by flattery, deception and 
entertainment; and secondly, the corruption of the power élite itself, which he 
attributes primarily to a state of affairs in which it is not accountable for its 
decisions to any organized public, and in which the dominant social value is the 
acquisition of wealth. Mills’ account of the historical changes, which does indeed 
bring to light some important features of modern politics — the growing political 
influence of military chiefs, for example — is pessimistic in the sense that it 
suggests no way out of the situation which it describes and condemns. Like 
Pareto and Mosca, Mills seems to be saying that if we look at modern societies 
without illusions we shall see that, however democratic their constitutions, they 
are in fact ruled by an élite; and to be adding, in a devastating fashion, that even in 
a society so favourably placed as was the USA at its origins — without a feudal 
system of ranks, with considerable equality of economic and social condition 
among its citizens, and with a strongly democratic ideology — the force of events 
has produced a governing élite of unprecedented power and unaccountability. 
Where Mills differs from the other Machiavellians is in condemning a state of 
affairs which they either praised or, in a spirit of disillusionment, accepted. 

The concepts of ‘ruling class’ and ‘governing élite’ are used in descriptions and 
explanations of political happenings, and their value must be judged by the extent 
to which they make possible reasonable answers to important questions about 
political systems. Do the rulers of society constitute a social group? Is it a 
cohesive or divided, an open or closed group? How are its members selected? 
What is the basis of their power? Is this power unrestricted or is it limited by that 
of other groups in society? Are there significant and regular differences between 
societies in these respects, and if so, how are they to be explained? 

The two concepts are alike in emphasizing the division between rulers and 
ruled as one of the most important facts of social structure.’ But they state the 
division in different ways: the concept of a ‘governing élite’ contrasts the organized, 
ruling minority with the unorganized majority, or masses, while the concept of a 


‘ruling class’ contrasts the dominant class with subject classes, which may 
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themselves be organized, or be creating organizations. From these different 
conceptions arise differences in the way of conceiving the relations between 
rulers and ruled. In the Marxist theory, which employs the concept of a ruling 
class, the conflict between classes becomes the principal force producing changes 
of social structure; but in the élite theories — in spite of the fact that Pareto (1902, 
vol. II, p. 405) praised highly Marx’s conception of class struggle, which he 
described as ‘profoundly true’ — the relations between the organized minority and 
the unorganized majority are necessarily represented as more passive, and the 
resulting problem of how to explain the rise and fall of ruling élites, if it is 
confronted at all, has to be dealt with either by postulating a recurrent decadence 
in the élite (Pareto) or by introducing the idea of the rise of new ‘social forces’ 
among the masses (Mosca), which brings the theory close to Marxism. 

A further difference between the two concepts lies in the extent to which they 
make possible explanations of the cohesion of the ruling minority. The ‘governing 
élite’, defined as those who occupy the positions of command in a society, is 
merely assumed to be a cohesive group, unless other considerations, such as their 
membership of the wealthy class, or their aristocratic family origins are introduced 
(as they are consistently by Mosca, and occasionally by Pareto). But the ‘ruling 
class’, defined as the class which owns the major instruments of economic 
production in a society, is demonstrated to be a cohesive social group: first, 
because its members have definite economic interests in common, and, more 
importantly, because it is engaged permanently in a conflict with other classes in 
society, through which its self-awareness and solidarity are continually enhanced. 
Furthermore, this concept states in a precise form what is the basis of the minority’s 
ruling position, namely its economic dominance, while the concept of the 
“governing élite’ says little about the bases of the power which the élite possesses, 
except insofar as it incorporates elements from the Marxist theory of classes. In 
Mills’ study of the ‘power élite’, there is an attempt to explain the power position 
of the three principal élites taken separately — that of the business executives by 
the growth in size and complexity of business corporations; that of the military 
chiefs by the growing scale and expense of the weapons of war, determined by 
technology and the state of international conflict; and that of the national political 
leaders, in a somewhat less satisfactory way, by the decline of the legislature, of 
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local politics and of voluntary organizations — but the unity of the power élite as 
a single group, and the basis of its power, are not explained. Why is there one 
power élite and not three? 

The superiority of the concept of ‘ruling class’ lies in its greater fertility and 
suggestiveness and in its value in the construction of theories. But I have pointed 
out earlier some of the difficulties it encounters, and it is now necessary to 
consider whether these can be overcome. One important step in this direction 
might be to give up that view of the concept which treats it as a description of a 
real phenomenon which is to be observed in all societies in the same general form, 
and to regard it instead as an ‘ideal type’, in the sense which Max Weber gave to 
this term,’ or as a theoretical model that is open to revision and adaptation. If we 
treat the concept in this way we can proceed to ask how closely the relationships 
ina particular society approach the ideal type of a ruling class and subject classes; 
and so employ the concept, properly, as a tool of thought and investigation. It is 
then possible to see clearly that the idea of a ‘ruling class’ originated in the study 
of a particular historical situation — the end of feudalism and the beginnings of 
modern capitalism!’ — and to consider how far, and in what respects, other 
situations diverge from this ideal type, as a result of the absence or weakness of 
class formation, the influence of factors other than the ownership of property in 
the creation of classes, and the conflict between different forms of power. 

There are two sorts of situation in which we can see especially plainly a 
divergence from the ideal type of a ruling class. One is that in which, although 
there is an ‘upper class’ — that is to say, a clearly demarcated social group which 
has in its possession a large part of the property of society and receives a 
disproportionately large share of the national income, and which has created on 
the basis of these economic advantages a distinctive culture and way of life — this 
class does not enjoy undisputed or unrestricted political power, in the sense of 
being able to maintain easily its property rights or to transmit them unimpaired 
from generation to generation. This kind of situation has been discerned by many 
observers particularly in the modern democracies, in which, as I noted earlier, 
there is a potential opposition between the ownership of wealth and productive 
resources by a small upper class, and the possession of political power, through 


28 Elites and society 


the franchise, by the mass of the population. As de Tocqueville once wrote: ‘I/ est 
contradictoire que le peuple soit a la fois misérable et souverain.’ 

In order to determine whether in such a case there is a ‘ruling class’ it is 
necessary first to examine the degree in which the upper class has been successful 
in perpetuating its ownership of property. We shall have to note, on one side, that 
in the democratic countries during the present century various restrictions have 
been placed upon the use of private property, and there has been some reduction 
in the inequalities of wealth and income, as a result of progressive taxation, and of 
the growth of publicly owned property and publicly administered social services. 
On the other side we must note that the decline in the proportion of private 
wealth owned by the upper class has been fairly modest and very slow, and that 
the redistribution of income through taxation has not proceeded very far. In 
England and Wales the top 1 per cent of the population owned 60.9 per cent of 
national wealth in 1923, and 31.7 per cent in 1972; the top 10 per cent owned 89.1 
per cent in 1923, and 70.4 per cent in 1972; while the bottom 80 per cent owned 
5.8 per cent in 1923, and 15.1 per cent in 1972 (Pond 1983, p. 11). Later estimates 
for the United Kingdom indicate that after 1974, and up to the end of the 1970s, 
the distribution changed very little (ibid., p. 13). The distribution of income in 
Britain has changed even more modestly, notwithstanding ‘progressive taxation’: 
between 1949 and 1978-9 the income share (after tax) of the top 10 per cent 
declined only from 27.1 per cent to 23.4 per cent, while the share of the bottom 
50 per cent changed almost imperceptibly from 26.5 per cent to 26.2 per cent 
(Playford and Pond 1983, p. 39).'' Furthermore, during the 1980s there was a 
sharp reversal of the trend and the available estimates show a marked increase in 
inequality of wealth and income. The situation in most other capitalist democracies 
is generally similar (though international comparisons are difficult), but in many 
of the European countries there has probably not been such a significant growth 
of inequality during the 1980s as is the case in Britain. 

Overall, however, it is evident that the upper class — though with somewhat 
greater difficulty in countries such as Sweden and Austria — has been able to resist 
with considerable success the attacks upon its economic interests, and that in this 
sense of having the power to defend its interests it has maintained itself during the 
present century as a ruling class. One must be sceptical, therefore, of the view 
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that the extension of voting rights to the mass of the population can establish 
easily and effectively — or has in fact established in the short period of time in 
which modern democracies have existed — popular rule, and gradually erode or 
eliminate the power of a ruling class. What seems to have taken place in the 
democratic countries up to the present time is not so much a reduction in the 
power of the upper class as a decline in the radicalism of the working class. 

The second type of situation in which there is a divergence from the ‘ruling 
class-subject classes’ model is that in which the ruling group is not a class in 
Marx’s sense. One instance is provided by those societies in which a stratum of 
intellectuals or bureaucrats may be said to wield supreme power — in China under 
the rule of the /iterati, or in India under the rule of the Brahmins. Another instance 
is to be found in the former Communist countries where power was concentrated 
in the leaders of a political party. In these cases, however, we need to examine 
carefully how far the ruling stratum is clearly distinguishable from a ruling class. 
In India, the Brahmins, during the ages when they were most powerful, were also 
substantial landowners, and they were closely allied with the landowning warrior 
castes in the imperial and feudal periods of India’s history. On occasion, they 
themselves founded ruling or noble houses, and there seems to have been, at 
times, an amount of movement of individuals and families between the Brahmin 
and Kshatriya (warrior) castes, which the doctrines of caste exclusiveness 
expounded in the classical texts do not indicate. 

Again, in China, the /iterati were recruited, in the feudal period, from the 
principal landowning families, and at other times they came in the main from 
wealthy families (see below, p. 53); so that they were always closely linked with 
an upper class. There is, moreover, another important economic aspect of the rule 
of these groups of intellectuals and administrators to which Karl Wittfogel (1957) 
drew attention. One of the principal instruments of production in China and India 
(and in a number of other ancient societies; see Steward 1955) was the system of 
irrigation, and the /iterati and the Brahmins, without owning this property upon 
which agricultural production depended, still exercised a more or less complete 
control over its use. Consequently they possessed, in addition to their ownership 
of land, a vital economic power which, according to Wittfogel, was the principal 


support of their political dominance. 
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But notwithstanding these qualifications a distinction remains between social 
strata of this kind and ruling classes which base their power directly upon the 
ownership of property. The possession of the means of administration may be, 
as Max Weber argued, an alternative to the possession of means of economic 
production, as a basis of political power. This distinction was perhaps more 
obvious in the case of the Communist countries of Eastern Europe, in which there 
was little or no private ownership of the principal means of production, and 
where the leading officials of the ruling party and the state effectively controlled 
the economy. Wittfogel attempted, in a very ingenious way, to assimilate this 
type of political power to the general category of ‘oriental despotism’, but I think 
the differences are too great — the existence of private ownership of land and other 
resources, and the intimate bonds between the officials and the property-owning 
classes in one case, and the specific characteristics of rule by a political party 
which monopolized power in the other — for this attempt to be successful. The 
political system as it existed in the Communist countries seems to me to approach 
the pure type of a ‘power élite’, that is, of a group which, having come to power 
with the support or acquiescence of particular classes in the population, maintains 
itself in power chiefly by virtue of being an organized minority confronting the 
unorganized majority;!* whereas in the case of ancient China or India we have to 
deal with a system which combines the features ofa ruling class and a power élite. 

There is another element in the position ofa ruling class, mentioned previously, 
which needs to be examined more fully in its bearing upon those situations in 
which the existence of such a class is doubtful. Since the power of a ruling class 
arises from its ownership of property, and since this property can easily be 
transmitted from generation to generation, the class has an enduring character. It is 
constituted by a group of families which remain as its component elements over 
long periods of time through the transmission of the family property. Its 
composition is not entirely immutable, for new families may enter it and old 
families may decline, but the greater part of its members continue from generation 
to generation. Only when there are rapid changes in the whole system of production 
and property ownership does the composition of the ruling class change 
significantly; and in that case we can say that one ruling class has been replaced by 
another. If, however, we were to find, in a particular society or type of society, 
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that the movement of individuals and families between the different social levels 
was so continuous and so extensive that no group of families was able to maintain 
itself for any length of time ina situation of economic and political pre-eminence, 
then we should have to say that in such a society there was no ruling class. It is, 
in fact, this ‘circulation of élites’ (in the terminology of the élite theorists) or 
‘social mobility’ (in the language of more recent sociological studies) that has been 
fixed upon by a number of writers as a second important characteristic of modern 
industrial societies — the first being universal suffrage — which must qualify severely, 
if it does not altogether exclude, the assertion that there is a ruling class in these 
societies. By this means we may arrive at the view, which was formulated by Karl 
Mannheim (1940, part II, chap. 2) among others, that the development of industrial 
societies can properly be depicted as a movement from a class system to a system 
of élites, from a social hierarchy based upon the inheritance of property to one 
based upon merit and achievement. This confrontation between the concepts of 
‘ruling class’ and ‘political élite’ shows, I think, that while on one level they may 
be totally opposed, as elements in wide-ranging theories which interpret political 
life, and especially the future possibilities of political organization, in very different 
ways, on another level they may be seen as complementary concepts, which refer 
to different types of political system or to different aspects of the same political 
system. With their help we can attempt to distinguish between societies in which 
there is a ruling class, and at the same time élites which represent particular 
aspects of its interests; societies in which there is no ruling class, but a political 
élite which founds its power upon the control of the administration, or upon 
military force, rather than upon property ownership and inheritance; and societies 
in which there exists a multiplicity of élites among which no cohesive and enduring 
group of powerful individuals or families seems to be discoverable at all. In order 
to establish such a classification we need to examine more closely — as I shall do 
in the following chapters — the circulation of élites, the relations between élites 


and classes, and the ways in which new élites and new classes are formed. 


32 


Elites and society 


NOTES 


1 


See particularly the discussion by Marshall (1982). Weber himself in his later 
General Economic History (1923, part 4) gave a more comprehensive account 
of the preconditions for the development of capitalism, in which he stressed the 
rationalization of economic life and referred only briefly to the influence of the 
Protestant ethic. 

See the analysis by Marc Bloch (1939-40, vol. II, book IL, chap. 1). 

See Guttsman (1963, chap. 3, ‘The changing social structure of the British 
political élite: 1868-1955’). 

See Kingsley (1944, especially chap. 3, ‘Middle class reform: The triumph of 
plutocracy’). Kingsley concludes that 


the middle classes had by 1870 destroyed the ancien régime on almost every 
front, [but] the chief gains had been made by the upper ranks of those classes. 
In the House of Commons wealthy merchants, bankers, industrialists, were 
displacing the landlords and would begin before many years to replace them in 
the cabinet. In the Civil Service a somewhat comparable change had occurred. 
Entrance to the higher posts was no longer a matter of aristocratic influence. 
The key that now unlocked the door was a costly education which . . . gave to 
the new system a ‘plutocratic character’. 


(p. 76) 


Marx himself, in two passages in Theories of Surplus Value (1861-3), recognized 
the growth of the middle classes, which he described as ‘the trend of bourgeois 
society’, but he did not go on to consider the implications of this phenomenon 
for his general theory. See my discussion of these questions in Bottomore 
(1991a), and, for a general analysis of the middle classes in advanced capitalist 
societies, Abercrombie and Urry (1983). 

Marx (1852): 


We now come to the Chartists, the politically active portion of the British 
working class. The six points of the Charter which they contend for contain 
nothing but the demand of Universal Suffrage, and of the conditions without 
which Universal Suffrage would be illusory for the working class; such as the 
ballot, payment of members, annual general elections. But Universal Suffrage 
is the equivalent of political power for the working class of England, where 
the proletariat forms the large majority of the population, where, in a long, 
though underground civil war, it has gained a clear consciousness of its position 
as a class, and where even the rural districts know no longer any peasants, but 
only landlords, industrial capitalists (farmers) and hired labourers. The carrying 
of Universal Suffrage in England would, therefore, be a far more socialistic 
measure than anything which has been honoured with that name on the 
Continent. Its inevitable result, here, is the political supremacy of the working 
class. 
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7 A recent thorough study of Britain (Scott 1991) reaches a very different 


conclusion, which is summarized as follows: 


A ruling class exists when there is both political domination and political rule 
by a capitalist class. This requires that there be a power bloc dominated by a 
capitalist class, a power élite recruited from this power bloc, and in which the 
capitalist class is disproportionately represented, and that there are mechanisms 
which ensure that the state operates in the interests of the capitalist class and 
the reproduction of capital. In this sense, I shall show, Britain does still have 
a ruling class. 
(p. 124) 


This kind of analysis and argument is equally applicable to other modern capitalist 


societies. 
8 Mosca (1939, p. 51): 


From the point of view of scientific research the real superiority of the 
concept of the ruling, or political class lies in the fact that the varying 
structure of ruling classes has a preponderant importance in determining the 
political type, and also the level of civilization, of the different peoples. 


9 An ideal type concept 


brings together certain relationships and events of historical life into a complex 
which is conceived as an internally consistent system . . . this construction 
itself is like a utopia which has been arrived at by the analytical accentuation 
of certain elements of reality . . . it is no hypothesis but it offers guidance in 
the construction of hypotheses. It is not a description of reality but it aims to 
give unambiguous means of expression to such a description . . . An ideal type 
is formed by the one-sided accentuation of one or more points of view and by 
the synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more or less present and 
occasionally absent concrete individual phenomena, which are arranged 
according to those one-sidedly emphasized viewpoints into a unified analytical 
construct. 

(Weber 1904, p. 90) 


10 As Croce (1913, p. 17) argued concerning the whole theory of historical 


11 


materialism: ‘The materialistic view of history arose out of the need to account 
for a definite social phenomenon, not from an abstract inquiry into the factors 
of historical life.’ 

See also the earlier study by Titmuss (1962), which concluded that 


we should be much more hesitant in suggesting that any equalizing forces at 
work in Britain since 1938 can be promoted to the status of a ‘natural law’ 
and projected into the future. As we have shown, there are often forces, 
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deeply rooted in the social structure and fed by many complex institutional 
factors inherent in large-scale economies, operating in reverse directions. 
Some of the more critical of these factors, closely linked with the distribution 
of power, and containing within themselves the seeds of long-lasting effects 
— as, for instance, in the case of settlements and trusts — function as concealed 
multipliers of inequality. They are not measured at present by the statistics of 
income and only marginally by the statistics of wealth. Even so, there is more 
than a hint from a number of studies that income inequality has been increasing 
since 1949 whilst the ownership of wealth, which is far more highly 
concentrated in the United Kingdom than in the United States, has probably 
become still more unequal and, in terms of family ownership, possibly strikingly 
more unequal, in recent years. 

(p. 198) 


12 For a more extensive analysis, see Bottomore (1991a, chap. 3). 


Chapter 3 
Politics and the circulation of élites 


‘History is a graveyard of aristocracies’ (Pareto 1915-19, p. 1430). In this graphic 
phrase, Pareto formulated one of the fundamental ideas of his political theory — 
the ‘circulation of élites’. But in his major works the analysis of the phenomenon 
is less impressive than the glamour of the style. There are two principal difficulties 
to be confronted. In the first place, does the ‘circulation of élites’ refer to a 
process in which individuals circulate between the élite and the non-élite, or to a 
process in which one élite is replaced by another? Both conceptions are to be 
found in Pareto’s work, although the former predominates. When, for example, he 
discusses the decay and renewal of aristocracies, he observes that ‘the governing 
class is restored not only in numbers but — and that is the more important thing — 
in quality, by families rising from the lower classes’ (ibid.)' Pareto refers again and 
again to this phenomenon, using similar expressions — ‘the circulation of individuals 
between the two strata (élite and non-élite)’ (ibid., p. 1427); ‘in the higher stratum 
of society, Class II residues gradually lose in strength, until now and again they 
are reinforced by tides upwelling from the lower stratum’ (ibid.). At the same 
time, Pareto refers to another kind of social movement which is of vital importance 
for the equilibrium of society, and which consists in the emergence and rise to 
power of new élites. He appears to connect this movement with a failure of 
circulation in the first sense, but it is evident that he also regards it as an aspect of 


the circulation of élites in general. In Les systèmes socialistes he observes that 


a slowing down of this circulation [of individuals] may result in a considerable 


increase of the degenerate elements in the classes which still hold power, and 
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on the other hand, in an increase of elements of superior quality in the subject 
classes. In such a case, the social equilibrium becomes unstable . . . and the 
slightest shock will destroy it. A conquest or a revolution produces an upheaval, 
brings a new élite to power, and establishes a new equilibrium. 

(vol. 1, p. 30) 


The various types of circulation of élites were differentiated more precisely 
by one of Pareto’s pupils, Marie Kolabinska, in a work entitled La circulation des 
élites en France (1912) which was cited with approbation by the master himself. 
Kolabinska distinguishes three types of circulation. First, there is the circulation 
which takes place between different categories of the governing élite itself. Secondly, 
there is the circulation between the élite and the rest of the population, which may 
take either of two forms: (1) individuals from the lower strata may succeed in 
entering the existing élite, or (ii) individuals in the lower strata may form new élite 
groups which then engage in a struggle for power with the existing élite. The major 
part of Kolabinska’s work is devoted to a study of these last two processes in 
French society in the period between the eleventh and the eighteenth centuries, 
and I shall consider its findings later. 

The second difficulty in Pareto’s exposition concerns his explanation of the 
circulation of élites. On some occasions he seems to regard élites as representing 
particular social interests, and the circulation of élites as resulting from the decline 
of established interests and the rise of new interests. Thus, he observes that ‘in 
the beginning, military, religious, and commercial aristocracies and plutocracies — 
with a few exceptions not worth considering — must have constituted parts of the 
governing élite and sometimes have made up the whole of it’ (1915-19, p. 1430). 
Elsewhere, in discussing the rise of new élites, he notes that the industrial workers 
in England have produced a trade union élite (1902, vol. 1, pp. 32-3). This type 
of explanation is set out more explicitly by Kolabinska, who cites as examples of 
rising élite groups in different periods of French history the commercial classes, 
the industrial classes, the bourgeoisie, lawyers and financiers. 

It is clear, however, that Pareto intends to explain the circulation of élites 
mainly by changes in the psychological characteristics of members of the élite on 
one side, and of the lower strata on the other; or, as he puts it, by the changes in 
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the residues occurring within the two strata. Aristocracies, he says, do not decline 


only in numbers: 


They decay also in quality, in the sense that they lose their vigour, that there 
is a decline in the proportions of the residues which enabled them to win their 
power and hold it. The governing class is restored . . . by families rising from 
the lower classes. 

(1915-19, p. 1430) 


Again, in discussing the circulation of whole groups, Pareto suggests that 
revolutions come about through the accumulation of decadent elements in the 
higher strata of society, and the increase of elements of superior quality in the 
lower strata (ibid., p. 1431). In order to assess the value of this explanation it is 
necessary to consider briefly Pareto’s concept of ‘residues’. He begins (ibid., 
chap. 2) by making a distinction between the logical and non-logical actions 
(‘rational’ and ‘non-rational’ would be more suitable terms) of individuals in 
social life: logical actions are those directed to attainable ends and employing 
means which are appropriate to the attainment of the ends; non-logical actions are 
those not directed to any end, or directed to unattainable ends, or using means 
which cannot attain the end. Pareto takes the view that most human actions are 
non-logical,” and he goes on to enquire what the forces are behind non-logical 
action and how it comes to be represented, as frequently happens, as logical 
action. These forces he discovers in six ‘residues’, which he calls residues of 
combinations (I), of the persistence of aggregates (II), of sociability (II), of 
activity (IV), of the integrity of the individual (V) and of sex (VI) (ibid., chaps 6— 
8). The ways in which the actions determined by these residues assume the 
appearance of logical actions are discussed by Pareto under the heading of 
‘derivations’ (ibid., chaps 9-10), which bear some resemblance to ‘ideologies’ in 
Marx’s sense. Pareto does not define the residues very precisely, and he uses 
them capriciously in his descriptions of social events.’ In the final part of the 
book (chaps 12-13), where he treats more comprehensively the problem of the 
circulation of élites and social equilibrium, he makes use of only the first two 


classes of residues. The rule of the governing élite, he argues, may be of two kinds: 
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it may be maintained either by cunning (predominance of residues of combination) 
or by force (predominance of residues of the persistence of aggregates). Residues 
I and II are thus treated as categories within which all political attitudes can be 
classified, and the greater part of Pareto’s discussion of political life amounts to 
an attempt to fit selected data of the history of Western societies into this scheme. 
It is a remarkably simple classification, especially when considered in relation to 
the huge edifice of concepts which Pareto constructed in the earlier parts of his 
treatise; and it hardly shows any striking originality. Pareto’s two types of élite, 
animated by residues I and II respectively — types which he also refers to as the 
‘speculators’ and the ‘rentiers’— bear a close resemblance to Machiavelli’s ‘foxes’ 
and ‘lions’, but they are dressed up in a more scientific garb. Whether they are 
actually more scientific terms is open to doubt, for while there is a great parade of 
scientific method throughout Pareto’s treatise, little or no attempt is made to 
establish by exact methods of investigation that the two kinds of personality 
which are alleged to determine the characteristics of these types of élite actually 
exist, to describe them precisely in psychological terms, or to show that there are 
no other varieties of political personality. Even if the existence of such personality 
types, and their significance in political life, were assumed, it would still be 
necessary to show that the changes in states of mind and feeling, in ideas and 
sentiments, among the members of the élite occur independently of social changes, 
and in turn produce the circulation of élites. This Pareto does not attempt to do; 
instead, he takes historical examples of declining élites and then simply asserts 
that there has been a change in their ‘residues’. 

Pareto’s study of the rise and decline of élites as such is equally unsatisfactory. 
He does not attempt to assemble all the available instances (even for limited 
periods) and to show that there are regularities in élite circulation which might be 
connected with changes in sentiments, supposing that the latter could be 
independently established. He produces only historical illustrations, drawn mainly 
from contemporary Italian politics and from the history of ancient Rome, to 
support his general arguments. 

Lastly, Pareto does not resolve the question of how the two types of élite 


circulation — the ascent and descent of individuals, and the rise and fall of social 
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groups — are connected with each other. He suggests, briefly, that if the governing 
élite is relatively open to superior individuals from the lower strata it has a better 
chance of enduring,’ and conversely, that the replacement of one élite by another 
may result from a failure in this circulation of individuals. Thus, he claims that: 


Revolutions come about through accumulations in the higher strata of society 
— either because ofa slowing down in class circulation, or from other causes — 
of decadent elements no longer possessing the residues suitable for keeping 
them in power, or shrinking from the use of force; while meantime in the lower 
strata of society elements of superior quality are coming to the fore, possessing 
residues suitable for exercising the functions of government and willing enough 
to use force. 

(1915-19, p. 1431) 


The reader will look in vain, however, for substantial evidence in support of these 
propositions, either from a comparative study of revolutions, or from a systematic 
comparison between societies which show important differences in the degree of 
circulation of individuals between the élite and the non-élite. 

It is true that the data for such comparisons would be difficult to assemble, but 
there are historical examples which appear at once to invalidate Pareto’s 
generalization. One such instance is that of India — a society which had, over long 
periods, an extremely rigid form of stratification and, so far as can be discovered, 
relatively little movement of individuals from the lower strata of society into the 
élite; but which yet experienced until modern times few revolutionary movements, 
and none which resulted in the replacement of one élite by another. Even if we 
concede that in modern Western societies it may be useful to look for a connexion 
between the amount of social mobility and the prevalence of revolutionary 
sentiments and activities, it is still not possible to explain the rise and fall of élites, 
whether this occurs through revolutionary or through more gradual changes, solely 
by the restrictions upon the movement of individuals into the élite. It is necessary 
to examine some of those ‘other causes’ which Pareto mentions but does not 
investigate. 

The work of Marie Kolabinska (1912) on élites in France was intended to 
demonstrate the truth of Pareto’s theory by a closer study of the process of 


circulation in a single society. In fact, however, it provides no empirical evidence 
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more convincing than that which Pareto’s own excursions into history supply, for 
it employs the same inadequate method of historical illustration. For each of the 
periods of French history which she surveys Kolabinska cites examples of the 
rise or fall of particular individuals or families, but although this reveals that some 
individuals were able to change their social rank in French society during these 
times (and who doubted it?) it tells us nothing about the extent of such circulation, 
and it cannot therefore enable us to relate the volume of circulation to significant 
changes in the economic or political system. Only in dealing with the final period 
(1715-89) covered by her study does she provide any quantitative indications 
concerning the representation of different social strata in the élites; and even then 
the material which she assembles is very slight and is interpreted in a way which 
arouses doubts as to its significance. Thus, she quotes at one point (p. 93) a 
remark that in 1787 one-fifth of the higher cavalry officers did not belong to the 
titled nobility, and that some of them did not even have the nobiliary particle ‘de’ 
in their names, as evidence that commoners were gaining access to the military 
élite; yet in the very next chapter she suggests that the French élites, including the 
military élite, were becoming more exclusive in the years immediately preceding 
the Revolution, and she cites another author to the effect that the absence of the 
nobiliary particle was no proof at all that an individual was of non-noble birth (p. 
104). It may be noted, further, that Kolabinska, who made her investigation 
before the publication of Pareto’s Treatise, was happily dispensed from the 
obligation to explore the connexion between the fortunes of those individuals 
whose careers she traces, and their ‘residues’, and her explanation of these 
movements is therefore given largely in terms of the development of new economic 
interests. 

The same phenomena of élite circulation have been studied by a number of 
other writers to whose work we can turn for alternative accounts of how and why 
it occurs. Mosca (1884, pp. 30-1) described it in the following terms in his 
earliest book: 


When the aptitude to command and to exercise political control is no longer the 
sole possession of the legal rulers but has become common enough among 
other people; when outside the ruling class another class has formed which 
finds itself deprived of power though it does have the capacity to share in the 
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responsibilities of government — then that law has become an obstacle in the 


path of an elemental force and must, by one way or another, go. 
The same idea is formulated again in his later work (1896, p. 116): 


within the lower classes another ruling class, or directing minority, necessarily 
forms, and often this new class is antagonistic to the class that holds possession 
of the legal government. 


Mosca also recognizes, besides this form of circulation which consists in the 
struggle between élites and the replacement of an old élite by a new one, that other 
form which consists in the renewal of the existing élite by the accession of 
individuals from the lower classes of society; and he examines in a number of 
different contexts the relative ease or difficulty of access to the élite. He is led 
from this to distinguish between mobile and immobile societies, according to the 
degree of openness of the élite, and in contrast with Pareto he notices, and indeed 
exaggerates, as a significant characteristic of modern democratic societies the 
considerable volume of movement between the different social levels. In the 


modern European societies 


the ranks of the ruling classes have been held open. The barriers that kept 
individuals of the lower classes from entering the higher have been either 
removed or lowered, and the development of the old absolutist state into the 
modern representative state has made it possible for almost all political forces, 
almost all social values, to participate in the management of society. 

(1939, p. 474) 


The most prominent feature in Mosca’s treatment of the circulation of élites is 
to be seen, however, in the kind of explanation which he seeks. He refers 
occasionally to the intellectual and moral qualities of the members of the élite, but 
unlike Pareto he does not attach supreme importance to these psychological 
characteristics. In the first place, he observes that such individual characteristics 
are frequently produced by social circumstances: 


Courage in battle, impetuousness in attack, endurance in resistance — such are 


the qualities that have long and often been vaunted as a monopoly of the higher 


42 Elites and society 


classes. Certainly there may be vast natural and — if we may say so — innate 
differences between one individual and another in these respects; but more 
than anything else traditions and environmental influences are the things that 
keep them high, low or just average, in any large group of human beings. 
(ibid., p. 64) 


Secondly, he makes scarcely any reference to such individual characteristics in his 
explanation of the rise and fall of élites; he explains these phenomena by the 
germination of new interests and ideals in a society, as well as by the appearance 


of new problems: 


What we see is that as soon as there is a shift in the balance of political forces 
— when, that is, a need is felt that capacities different from the old should assert 
themselves in the management of the state, when the old capacities, therefore, 
lose some of their importance or changes in their distribution occur — then the 
manner in which the ruling class is constituted changes also. Ifa new source of 
wealth develops in a society, if the practical importance of knowledge grows, 
ifan old religion declines or a new one is born, if a new current of ideas spreads, 
then, simultaneously, far-reaching dislocations occur in the ruling classes. 
(ibid., p. 65) 


As Meisel noted (above, p. 22), this line of argument brings Mosca close to 
Marxist ideas, and since he is aware of the danger he tries strenuously to distinguish 
his theory from that of Marx by insisting upon the limitations of the economic 
interpretation of history and emphasizing the influence of moral and religious 
ideas in social change. Mosca’s position on this question is, in fact, not very 
different from that of Max Weber, in rejecting an exclusive and one-sided economic 
interpretation of history; but he is less willing than Weber was to recognize the 
importance of Marx’s thought. 

Two other writers discussed, quite independently, the problem of the circulation 
of élites, and we may briefly consider their views at this stage. The Belgian 
historian, Henri Pirenne (1914), in an essay on the social history of capitalism,’ 
advanced the hypothesis that each distinct period in the development of 


capitalism‘ was characterized by the dominance ofa different group of capitalists: 
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With every change in economic development, there is a break in continuity. 
The capitalists who have been active up to that point recognize, one may say, 
that they are incapable of adapting themselves to the circumstances produced 
by hitherto unknown needs, which require new means for their satisfaction. 
They retire from the struggle, and become an aristocracy whose members, if 
they participate at all in the management of affairs, participate only in a 
passive way by providing capital. In their place new men arise, bold and 
enterprising individuals who sail audaciously before the winds of change. 
(1914) 


Pirenne distinguishes four main periods in which such transformations occurred — 
the rise of the town merchants from the eleventh century, the development of 
international trade in the thirteenth century, the emergence of new industries and 
of manufacturing towns in the sixteenth century, and finally the industrial revolution 
of the eighteenth century — and attempts to show that at each of these turning 
points new men rose from the lower strata of society to become the leaders of 
economic activity. 

Some similar observations are made by Schumpeter (1927) in his essay on 
social classes, where he distinguishes very clearly between different types of 
circulation in those sections which deal with ‘the rise and fall of families within a 
class’, ‘movement across class lines’ and ‘the rise and fall of whole classes’. One 
valuable feature of Schumpeter’s study is that it considers together both the 
individual and the social factors in the circulation of élites. In the movement of 
families between classes, he argues, social ascent is influenced — leaving aside the 
operation of chance — by individual endowment in energy and intelligence, but 
also by social circumstances such as the openness of the upper class, and the 
opportunities for enterprise in new fields of activity. Similarly, in the rise and fall 
of whole classes, some weight must be attributed to the qualities of individuals, 
but a more important influence is exerted by structural changes affecting the 
functions of the different groups: 


the position of each class in the total national structure depends on the one 

hand, on the significance that is attributed to [its] function, and, on the other 

hand, on the degree to which the class successfully performs the function. 
(ibid., p. 180) 
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Schumpeter illustrates this process by an examination of the rise of a warrior 
nobility in Germany, and its subsequent decline from the end of the fourteenth 
century as a result of the development of a national administrative system, and of 
the patrimonialization of landed property. The underlying causes of this decline 
are to be found in the loss in social importance of the function of individual 
combat — the demilitarization of society — and in the economic changes which 
favoured large landed estates.’ 

The foregoing studies were all intended to contribute in some way to the 
understanding of political change, either by accounting for changes in the personnel 
of the formal institutions of government, or in a broader sense, by explaining the 
fluctuations in the power or influence of particular groups in society. How far 
were they successful in formulating the main problems and in producing evidence 
to support their conclusions? There are far-reaching differences between Pareto’s 
approach and that which was adopted by Mosca, Pirenne or Schumpeter. Pareto 
devotes most attention to the circulation of individuals between the élite and the 
non-élite; and this preoccupation follows directly from his choice of ‘social 
equilibrium’ as the main subject of his investigation. Like the modern functionalists 
— one of whose principal ancestors he is in an ideological as well as a scientific 
sense — Pareto sets out to study those factors which maintain a particular society, 
ora particular form of society, in existence; and, like them again, he tacitly excludes 
from his field of research any enquiry into the major differences between types of 
society or into the causes of change from one type of society to another. In 
Pareto’s historical picture there are no real transformations of social structure but 
only an endless cyclical movement in which a declining élite is restored to vitality 
by the recruitment of new elements from the lower strata of the population, or is 
overthrown and replaced by a new élite which has been formed by these same 
elements in conditions where they are denied access, as individuals, to the 
established élite. Through all these movements the form of society remains 
unchanged, since it is defined abstractly as the rule of an élite over the majority of 
the population. There can be no sense in asking, from the standpoint which 
Pareto takes, whether there have been historical changes in the composition and 
cultural outlook of the élite, or in the relations between the élite and the masses. 
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Whenever Pareto touches upon problems such as these, he at once recoils, and 
reaffirms that the main theme of his study is the general, abstract and ahistorical 
question of the conditions of social equilibrium. 

Mosca, Pirenne and Schumpeter, on the contrary, although they differ on 
many points, agree in recognizing that new social groups may be formed in a 
society as a result of economic or cultural changes, that such groups may then 
increase their social influence insofar as the kinds of activity in which they engage 
become of vital importance to society at large, and that these activities may in due 
course produce changes in the political system, and in the social structure as a 
whole. Their concern with the rise and fall of social groups, and particularly of 
those groups which are distinguished by their economic functions, shows the 
influence of Marx’s theory of classes; and the same influence is apparent in the 
fact that they apply the term ‘class’ rather than ‘élite’ to such groups, and so 
present a model of society in which the complexity and historical variability of 
class structure figures more prominently than does the universal and unchanging 
division between a ruling élite and the masses. It is only in Mosca’s work that the 
latter distinction finds a place at all, and as I showed earlier it is largely abandoned 
when he comes to discuss the political systems of modern societies. This is not to 
say that any of these writers wholly neglects the circulation of individuals between 
the élite groups (or upper class) and the lower strata of society, in his concern 
with the movement of social groups. Schumpeter, as we have seen, makes a very 
careful distinction between these different types of circulation, and so, in a less 
clear-cut fashion, does Mosca; only Pirenne, in this particular study, confines his 
attention to the formation of new classes. But on this point, too, they differ 
markedly from Pareto, since (as Schumpeter’s work makes especially clear) they 
explain the circulation of individuals and families within the class system very 
largely by characteristics of the class structure itself, rather than by individual 
differences of ability and character. The most distinctive feature of this conception 
of the circulation of élites — and this follows from the points I have already 
mentioned — is that it takes account of a real historical development, at least 
within the area of Western civilization, in the nature of élites, and of their relations 
with the rest of society, and accepts that the changes in technology, and in general 
culture, have produced different forms of class structure and of political power. 
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But although we can find, in the works of Mosca, Pirenne and Schumpeter, a 
more coherent account and more plausible explanations of the circulation of élites 
than is to be discovered in the writings of Pareto, these studies are still inadequate 
in many respects. One of their most obvious deficiencies is the lack of a proper 
method of investigation. Not one of these studies makes it possible to establish 
that there is, or is not, a constant connexion between the amount of circulation of 
individuals and groups in society and the extent of changes in the economic, 
political and cultural system: first, because they present no systematic comparisons 
between societies, and secondly, because they provide no exact measurement of 
the phenomena with which they deal. Pareto, Mosca, Kolabinska, Pirenne and 
Schumpeter all succeed in showing (as is not very difficult to do) that some 
individuals change their class position, or move between the élite and the non- 
élite. They do this, in the main, by giving examples of individuals who have risen 
in the social hierarchy. But this does not tell us what we need most to know: 
namely, what proportion of the élite or upper class is recruited from the lower 
strata of society, and what proportion of those in the lower strata is enabled to 
rise. 

The outcome of this method of historical illustration seems very often to be an 
inflation of the amount of circulation in a society. William Miller (1962), for 
example, has noted that historians, dealing with one aspect of élite recruitment 
during a recent period of American history, have greatly exaggerated the proportion 
of business leaders who rose from the lower strata of society: 


Virtually all the generalizations that go to make up this model [of recruitment 
to the business élite] are based upon a few remarkable life histories from the 
‘robber baron’ period . . . Yet to read the lives of business leaders . . . is to look 
almost in vain for working class or foreign origins, and even poor and unschooled 
farm boys are not conspicuous among such leaders.* 

(pp. 319, 321) 


It is clear that exact measurement of the circulation of individuals between the 
élite and the non-élite (which forms part of the study of what modern sociologists 
call ‘social mobility’) presents great difficulties, even when it is undertaken in 
present-day societies. Some of these difficulties were indicated in S. M. Miller’s 
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(1960) attempt to study social mobility on a comparative basis, and in the later 
study by Heath (1981): leaving aside a host of general problems of measurement, 
there are particular difficulties which arise from variations in the size of élites 
between one society and another, and from differences in the class structure of 
societies, which may have quite different proportions of their population in 
agricultural or industrial work, and in manual or nonmanual occupations. 

One conclusion which emerges from considering these problems is that a 
simple distinction between the élite and the non-élite, such as Pareto used, is quite 
inadequate, for no calculation of the rate of movement into the élite from other 
sections of the population is likely to be meaningful unless we know something 
about the size and structure of the élite, and about the general class structure, in a 
particular society. However, in the study of the circulation of élites in present- 
day societies it is at least possible to collect much of the necessary data, through 
national sample surveys or through more intensive studies of particular élite 
groups. When we turn to historical studies of élite circulation the collection of 
data itself constitutes a further difficulty, which was not seriously confronted by 
the earlier writers. The present lack of information is no doubt due, in part, to the 
fact that general historians have not usually been interested in this kind of 
quantitative investigation, and that social history, which would concern itself 
with these problems, is a fairly recent discipline. As William Miller observes in 
the essay quoted earlier: 


One might have supposed that historians, largely occupied as they have been 
with the activities of ruling classes, would have been among the first to study 
systematically the problems of the recruitment and tenure of élites. This 
problem is an especially interesting one in a country such as the United States 
which has had no official caste systems and no legally established hereditary 
hierarchies. Yet most American historians have shied away from it. 

(1962, p. 309) 


The studies of the business élite in the volume which Miller edited (1962), a 
study of the Chinese /iterati (Marsh 1961), some other historical studies (Dent 
1973, Jaher 1973), and studies of the political élite in various countries (Guttsman 
1963, Marvick 1961) indicate that the necessary historical information can in 
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some cases be discovered; but it may well be that, for many countries and periods, 
it will remain impossible to determine in any exact way how much movement 
there has been into and out of the élite. 

Even if reasonably exact information about the circulation of élites in a large 
number of societies were made available, it would still be necessary, in order to 
demonstrate a connexion between this circulation and other social phenomena, to 
take a step which none of the earlier writers on élites attempted: namely, to 
undertake comprehensive and systematic comparisons between societies. Pareto 
suggests that the circulation of individuals between the élite and the non-élite is a 
constant and regular phenomenon. But is this so? Are there not substantial 
differences between societies in the rate of circulation? And if this is so, what are 
the causes of these differences and what are their effects in the political sphere? 
Mosca and others suggest that the rate of circulation is particularly high in modern 
societies, and that, in Mosca’s words, ‘the modern representative state has made 
it possible for almost all political forces, almost all social values, to participate in 
the management of society’ (1939, p. 474). The investigations which I have just 
discussed do not entirely confirm this view, but the modern industrial societies 
may still be a good deal more mobile than most other types of society. Another 
question which we may put concerns the relation between individual mobility 
and the rise and fall of élites or classes. Is it true, as Pareto argues, that revolutions 
occur when the rate of circulation of individuals is too low? These questions 
indicate an array of problems which can certainly not be solved on the basis of 
present knowledge, and which the early writers only posed, although they 
expressed themselves in what purported to be explanatory statements. 

Pareto, as we have seen, focused his attention upon this movement of individuals 
in the circulation of élites. The other writers, who dealt at greater length with the 
movement of groups — the rise and fall of élites — do not seem to me to have 
advanced very far beyond what Marx had already accomplished in accounting for 
the origins and development of social classes. In fact, they all attribute prime 
importance to the emergence of new interests in society. Mosca’s ‘social forces’ 
are very like Marx’s ‘class interests’, Pirenne deals entirely with the rise of new 
groups of capitalists, and Schumpeter explains the decline of an armed nobility 
very largely in economic terms. Where they diverge from Marxism is in dealing 
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much more thoroughly with the development of sub-groups within the major 
social classes — new occupational groups, for instance — and, of course, in refraining 
from any discussion of the potential classless society which Marx discerned 
within modern capitalism. Mosca, although he insists so strongly upon the influence 
of cultural and religious factors in the creation of new ‘social forces’, does not 
produce or examine closely any historical instances which might bear out his 
claim that factors of this kind are sometimes of crucial importance in bringing 
about changes in the social structure. Schumpeter, in his later work (1942), 
discusses the changes in culture which are helping to bring about the decline of 
capitalism, but for the most part treats these changes as secondary in relation to 
the changes in the economic order. 

There is one question, in particular, which these writers fail to examine with 
even such close attention as Marx himself: namely, the nature and causes of 
revolutionary changes in society. This problem needs to be set out in broader 
terms than those which Marx — in his preoccupation with the nineteenth-century 
revolutions — employed. In the rise and fall of social groups two processes may be 
observed: one in which there is a gradual acquisition of the positions of power by 
individuals belonging to a new social stratum, sometimes through alliances with 
members of the established political élite; and another in which there is a violent 
confrontation between a rising social group and the established rulers of society. 
One of the objects of political studies is to discover, so far as possible, the 
conditions and causes of these different types of circulation of social groups. 
Pareto hardly touches upon the problem, and his observations upon revolutions 
are sparse and disconnected. Mosca, on the other hand, devotes a chapter of The 
Ruling Class (1939, chap. 8) to the subject of revolution, but it is one of the most 
disappointing sections of his work, providing little more than a descriptive account 
of a few revolutionary periods. 

It cannot be said that the work of other sociologists, after Marx, has added 
much to the explanation of revolutionary changes, in spite of the abundance of 
material supplied by our own revolutionary century. One comprehensive and 
systematic discussion of these questions is that by Brinton (1957), who 
distinguishes as conditions which favour revolutionary change: economic progress 
in a society, bitter class antagonisms, desertion of the ruling class by the 
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intellectuals, inefficient governmental machinery and a politically inept ruling 
class. The conditions do not differ widely from those which Marx proposed at 
various times, especially in his early writings, except that the formation of the 
revolutionary class itself receives much less attention; but they are set out as a 
framework for a more rigorous comparative study. The usefulness of this 
conceptual framework may be seen by applying it to the revolutions of the 
twentieth century, most of which have occurred in industrially backward countries, 
which possessed in a high degree the characteristics that Brinton distinguishes: 
extreme class antagonisms produced by the immense differences between the rich 
and the poor, the defection of Westernized intellectuals, frequently influenced by 
Marxism, and the ineptitude of traditional ruling groups in dealing with economic 
problems and with the impact of more advanced societies. 

One conclusion that emerges clearly from most of these later studies of the 
subject, and which confirms Marx’s theory, is that modern revolutions cannot be 
explained by the activities of small élite groups. They have been brought about by 
the actions of a whole class or an alliance of classes, whose role has to be seen, 
however, in a broader framework involving the international context — especially 
the association between war and revolution — and the potential autonomy of state 
structures which is emphasized by Skocpol (1979). Classes, of course, have 
leaders, but any élite group of leaders arises from, and to some extent along with, 
the formation and development of the class — it does not create the class, nor does 
it by itself bring about a revolutionary movement. The same is true, I think, in the 
case of more gradual changes in the position of groups in the hierarchy of power. 
It is because the situation of relatively large groups in the population changes that 
new élites can be formed and can, over a period of time, wrest a share in political 
power from the established rulers of society. 

In studying the circulation of groups, as in studying the circulation of individuals, 
we have to confront many difficulties in the collection of data. The two studies 
overlap to some extent, and present the same problems, for it may be necessary 
to trace the movement of individuals in order to throw light upon the formation of 
new social groups or the decline of old ones. In most cases, however, it is somewhat 
easier to discover evidence for the rise and fall of social groups, because their 


existence and activities are likely to be documented in legal texts or in contemporary 
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chronicles, or they may be inferred from a knowledge of other social institutions, 
such as systems of land tenure, property ownership, and religious or military 
organization. But whichever aspect of the circulation of élites attracts our attention 
we can supplement historical knowledge of the phenomenon (and such knowledge 
could itselfbe greatly extended) by studies of the social movements of the twentieth 
century — studies which were beyond the powers of the earlier writers on élites. 
During the last forty years the circulation of élites in the industrial societies has 
been the object of numerous investigations, and the same attention has been given 
to it more recently in the so-called developing countries. A review of the accumulated 
evidence from several societies of each type, which I shall undertake in the following 
two chapters, may enable us to formulate some more adequately supported 
generalizations than those which have been criticized here. 


NOTES 


1 The idea is stated in almost identical terms in his earlier book (1902, vol. 2, pp. 
28-30). 

2 According to Pareto the principal spheres of logical action are the economic 
(or business) and the scientific. He exaggerates the rationality of behaviour in 
these spheres, especially in the first, and underrates the degree of rationality in 
other forms of social action, e.g. in politics. 

3 The concept of ‘residues’ was criticized at length by Ginsberg (1936) in an essay 
on ‘The sociology of Pareto’ which makes very plain the vagueness and 
inadequacy of Pareto’s ideas on this subject. 

4 Cf. Kolabinska (1912, p. 9): ‘In general, the élites which receive elements from 
outside themselves are in a better position to endure than those which exclude 
such elements.’ 

5 Bulletin de l’Académie royale de Belgique, mai 1914. An English version, 
which omitted many of the footnotes, was published in the American Historical 
Review, April 1914. 

6 It does not affect the present discussion that Pirenne discovers the origins of 
this development in a very early period, namely the eleventh century. 

7 For a critical discussion of Schumpeter’s class theory as a whole, see Bottomore 
(1992, chap. 4). 

8 This view is confirmed by a comparative study of the recruitment of élites by S. 
M. Miller (1960), which concludes that no country among the fourteen for 
which data were available had any considerable movement from the manual 
strata of the population into the upper levels. 


Chapter 4 


Intellectuals, managers and 
bureaucrats 


Among the social groups which have risen to prominence in the tremendous social 
and political changes of the twentieth century, three élites — the intellectuals, the 
managers of industry and the high government officials — have often been singled 
out as the inheritors of the functions of earlier ruling classes and as vital agents in 
the creation of new forms of society. But how important have they really been in 
initiating change? How far are they the products of other, more fundamental, 
changes in society, and representatives of more powerful interests? Let us be clear 
at the outset that the attribution of such great social influence to these élite groups 
derives in the first place from the acceptance of the general theory of élites, and 
springs directly from the critique of Marxism which that theory supplied. For 
according to the Marxist view the most significant fact of Western history since 
the mid-nineteenth century is the rise of the working class as a new social force; 
while the accounts which are given of the rise of the intellectuals, or managers, or 
bureaucrats, all challenge that view, and attempt to show that the transformations 
of capitalism lead to a ‘classless’ recruitment of élites (i.e. a more or less perfect 
circulation of individuals between the various levels of prestige and power), but at 
the same time maintain in existence the distinction between a ruling élite and the 
masses (i.e. do not lead towards a classless society). In examining the rise of these 
élites, therefore, we shall need to consider, first, how they are related to the major 
social classes, and what modifications they have brought about in the class system 
of the capitalist countries, and secondly, what was the nature of their role in 
collectivist societies as they existed in Eastern Europe. 
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Of these three groups the intellectuals are the most difficult to define, and their 
social influence is the most difficult to determine. We may begin by distinguishing 
between ‘intellectuals’ and ‘intelligentsia’. The latter term was first used in Russia 
in the nineteenth century to refer to those who had received a university education 
which qualified them for professional occupations; subsequently, its denotation 
has been extended by many writers, to include almost all those who are engaged in 
non-manual occupations. In this sense it is equivalent to the ‘new middle classes’, 
within which we may distinguish between higher and lower strata — the higher 
comprising those in professional, technical and higher managerial occupations, 
and the lower those in the more routine clerical and administrative jobs. The 
intellectuals, on the other hand, are generally regarded as comprising the much 
smaller group of those who contribute directly to the creation, transmission and 
criticism of cultural products and ideas; they include writers, artists, scientists 
and technologists, philosophers, religious thinkers, social theorists, political 
commentators. The boundaries of the group may be difficult to determine with 
precision, and its lower levels merge with middle-class occupations such as teaching 
and journalism, but its characteristic feature — direct concern with the culture of a 
society — is sufficiently clear. 

Intellectuals of one sort or another are to be found in almost all societies — in 
non-literate societies as magicians and priests, poets and minstrels, or genealogists, 
and in literate societies as philosophers, writers, teachers, scientists, high officials, 
lawyers, and so on — but their functions and their social importance vary 
considerably. In some societies the intellectuals have come close to being a 
governing élite. In China the /iterati formed, over long periods, a ruling stratum of 
this kind, which according to Max Weber (1920) grew out of an education for 
genteel laymen. It was not a hereditary or exclusive group, since entry to it was by 
public competitive examination; but in practice it was largely recruited, during the 
feudal period, from important feudal families, and later on, from the higher social 
strata (including a high proportion of officials’ families). Nevertheless, a statistical 
analysis (Marsh 1961) of the /iterati in the period 1600-1900 indicates that some 
30 per cent were recruited from the families of commoners; i.e. from a social level 
below the élite, although some of them certainly came from wealthy families. In 


India, a similar situation existed in the sense that the Brahmins constituted 
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themselves a ruling stratum in the society; but there are important differences 
from the case of China, for the Brahmins were a hereditary caste, and their training 
was religious rather than literary. On the other hand, the clerics occupied a less 
dominant position in the European feudal societies, and only with the breakdown 
of feudalism did the intellectuals begin to assume a more important social role. 
The origins of the modern intellectuals have generally been placed in the 
universities of medieval Europe (Le Goff 1957, Mannheim 1956). The growth of 
the universities, associated with the spread of humanistic learning, made possible 
the formation of an intellectual stratum which was not a priestly caste, whose 
members were recruited from diverse social milieux, and which was in some 
measure detached from the ruling classes and ruling doctrines of feudal society. 
This intellectual stratum produced the thinkers of the Enlightenment, and in 
France particularly, the intellectuals established themselves as critics of society 
by their opposition to the ruling class and to the Church of the ancien régime. It 
is in this role, as critics of society, that the modern intellectuals have frequently 
been considered.! Their part in revolutionary movements, in the labour movement 
as a whole, and more recently in national liberation movements, has been 
emphasized in numerous writings, very often in the context of a critique of 
Marx’s theory of the proletarian revolution. One of the earliest writers to present 
such an account of the influence of intellectuals was a Polish revolutionary, Waclaw 
Machajski, who set out in a number of books, and especially in The Intellectual 
Worker (1905), the theory that the socialist movement actually expressed the 
ideology of dissatisfied intellectuals, and that its success would result, not in a 
classless society, but in the creation of a new ruling class of intellectuals, allied 
with the new middle class, in a type of society which he called ‘state capitalism’. 
Machajski himself was not entirely pessimistic about the future of socialism, and 
he considered that through the general improvement of education the predominance 
of the intellectuals might be diminished and a classless society eventually attained. 
But his work as a whole received little attention and the idea of the revolutionary 
intellectuals was taken up in the main by opponents of socialism; originally by 
Max Nomad, and later by H.D Lasswell, who propounded the view which came 


to be widely held that most of the revolutions of the twentieth century have been 
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led by intellectuals who succeeded in establishing themselves in power under the 
banner of socialism. 

The role of the intellectuals has been very differently conceived by some other 
writers. We saw earlier that Mosca regarded the intellectuals as a more or less 
independent group standing between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, which 
might form the nucleus of a new and more worthy élite. In the final pages of his 
Sulla Teorica dei governi e sul governo parlamentare (1884, p. 293) he expresses 


his hopes thus: 


If there is any social class prepared to set aside, if only for a while, the private 
interest, and able to perceive the common good with the detachment needed, it 
is certainly the one which, thanks to its exacting intellectual training, has what 
should make for nobility of character, for broad horizons and for enlarged 
faculties . . . that class, and that class alone, will freely sacrifice a present good 


in order to avert a future evil. 


A very similar conception was outlined several decades later by Karl Mannheim 
(1936, pp. 136-46), who discerned in the ‘socially unattached intelligentsia’ a 
relatively classless stratum, recruited from an increasingly inclusive area of social 
life, bound together by education, and subsuming in itself all those interests with 
which social life is permeated. Because of these characteristics the intellectuals 
are capable, according to Mannheim, of acquiring a relatively complete and objective 
view of their society, and especially of the different interest groups within it, and 
of acting independently to promote more general social interests. 

There is some truth in both the accounts which I have considered. Intellectuals 
have taken a prominent part in radical and revolutionary movements of various 
kinds, from the eighteenth century to the present time — against capitalism, 
colonialism, and military or political dictatorships — but also, on other occasions, 
in movements supporting capitalism, or even dictatorships. But insofar as many 
intellectuals were attracted towards the socialist movement from the late nineteenth 
century this is explicable in other ways than by the theory that they form a new 
élite which is struggling for power under the deceptive slogans of socialism and 
the classless society. The labour movement in Western societies was not a simple 


protest movement. Unlike the sporadic revolts of slaves or peasants who expressed 
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their aspirations largely in the religious imagery which they found ready to hand, 
it involved, almost from the beginning, a theory of society, in the elaboration of 
which intellectuals necessarily had an important role. They were attracted to the 
socialist movement because they found there a place of honour, and also, in some 
degree, an ideal of social organization which had some of the characteristics — 
rationality, impartiality and even other-worldliness — which are vital to intellectual 
life itself. Another factor which was equally important, and perhaps more 
important, was the social origins of the intellectuals. In many modern societies 
the universities, and intellectual occupations in general, have constituted one of 
the principal avenues by which talented individuals from the lower strata of 
society could rise to more important positions. As a result the social composition 
of the intellectual élite has usually differed considerably from that of other élites, 
and it has always been likely that many intellectuals — at least in certain periods 
—would give their allegiance to the working-class movement. 

This view suggests that the intellectual élite, rather than having its own 
occupational interests or constituting a detached and independent social group, 
will be associated with, and divided in its allegiance between, major social classes. 
The second view, according to which the intellectuals do form a group which is 
capable of taking an objective view of society and of defending consistently some 
general interest of society as a whole, sets the intellectual élite above classes 
altogether while still denying that intellectuals are likely to develop a specific 
group interest of their own. 

Neither of these accounts, however, does justice to the diversity and mutability 
of the situation of intellectuals in modern societies. In the first place, there are 
important national differences among the industrial countries of Europe and North 
America. As Aron (1957) observed, French intellectuals tend to have higher social 
prestige, to be less closely associated with the administrative and practical aspects 
of political life, and to be more radical critics of their society, than is the case with 
intellectuals in Britain, Germany or the USA. A study of members of the French 
Chamber of Deputies from 1871 to 1958 showed that more than half of the 6,000 
deputies elected during that period were intellectuals in a broad sense — writers, 
university teachers, lawyers, journalists, scientists, engineers, school-teachers — 


and concluded that: 
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In France, at least, it was the intellectuals who most impassioned political 
debates in the Assembly under the Fourth Republic, as under the Third. They 
were very often the most intransigent ideologues. Their ‘minds were similarly 
furnished’ in the sense that they were apt to pose problems abstractly, with 
more or less sincerity, and often to expound them with ability. But this aptitude 
meant that they often proposed unrealistic solutions; and that they fixed upon 
subtleties and neglected essentials, thus uselessly complicating and prolonging 
parliamentary debates by inventing false problems and disagreeing among 
themselves. 

(Dogan 1961, p. 67) 


It is interesting to observe, also, from a study of the ‘great men’ of France (Girard 
1961, pp. 239-40), as recorded in the Petit Larousse, how prominently intellectuals 
in the most exclusive sense — writers, artists and scholars — figure in the list, and 
thus how great their social prestige is considered to be; over several centuries they 
form by far the largest group, accounting for nearly half the total, and their pre- 
eminence steadily increased up to the end of the nineteenth century (the latest 
period covered by the study).? In Britain, intellectuals have not possessed such 
great social prestige as in France, nor have they been so prominent in political life, 
either by membership of parliament, or by any collective activity of social thought 
and criticism. Only on rare occasions have groups of intellectuals attracted any 
considerable public attention, or seemed to have a direct political influence; among 
the more obvious instances over the past century and a half being the Utilitarian 
philosophers, the Christian socialists, the early Fabians, those intellectuals who 
were associated with the Left Book Club and the anti-Fascist organizations of the 
1930s, various groups associated with the radical movements of the late 1960s, 
and in the 1980s notably the groups of right-wing intellectuals in such organizations 
as the Adam Smith Institute. 

This last phenomenon indicates a second important characteristic of the 
intellectual élite, in most countries and at most times: namely that it is one of the 
least homogeneous or cohesive of élites, and displays a large diversity of opinion 
on cultural and political questions. By no means all intellectuals belong or have 
belonged politically to the left, and for most of the twentieth century it is probably 
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the case that a majority of intellectuals in the West European countries and in the 
USA have inclined towards the right. There is much evidence that the political 
attitudes of intellectuals are influenced very strongly by their social class origins; 
for example, there was a striking difference in France between the students of the 
former Ecole libre des Sciences politiques, recruited almost entirely from the 
upper class and strongly right-wing in their attitudes, and the students of the 
Ecole Normale, recruited much more widely from the middle class, working class 
and peasantry, and predominantly left-wing in their attitudes. What is not at all 
clear, however, is whether intellectuals are less influenced than are other élites by 
their social class origins, because of the nature of their activities and way of life. 
Again, there are important historical fluctuations in the social attitudes of 
intellectuals, which are brought about by more general changes in society. In the 
1930s many prominent intellectuals, in Europe and elsewhere, were supporters 
of the political left; but in the 1950s there was a movement towards the right, and 
then, after a revival of left-wing thought in the 1960s, an increasing predominance 
of right-wing ideas again in the 1980s. These fluctuations may be accounted for 
either by changes in socio-political conditions, and the varying fortunes of different 
classes and regimes, or by changes in the character of the intellectual élite itself; 
but at all events they appear to be a regular feature of intellectual and cultural life. 

In this context, two features of the recent history of intellectuals in the industrial 
societies need to be considered. The size and the internal differentiation of the 
intellectual stratum have both increased, with the expansion of university education 
and the growth of scientific, technical and professional occupations. At the same 
time, changes have occurred in the relative importance of different groups within 
the intellectual élite; experts of one sort or another have come to predominate over 
the more literary and philosophical exponents of general cultural or social ideas. 
The growing social importance of natural scientists is clearly to be seen in the 
amount of public attention which their activities and needs attract, as well as in 
the emphasis on their role in the shaping of public policy, and more generally on 
the imperatives of the new ‘scientific-technological’ revolution. It may be as a 
consequence of these developments that intellectuals have tended to become less 
radical critics of society as a whole and to be more concerned with solving the kind 


of short-term, specific problems which arise out of the complex activities of the 
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industrial societies in which they live. In this sense, the influence of intellectuals 
has increased in one of the directions which Mosca expected; but the very fact 
that they are increasingly engaged in such circumscribed, expert tasks makes them 
less qualified for the position of a ruling élite, because they lack any distinctive 
group organization or ideology. 

A second group which has attracted attention as a potential ruling élite is that 
constituted by the managers of industry. For a time, the rise of the managers in 
modern society became a focal point of sociological controversy, largely under the 
influence of James Burnham’s (1943) theory of the managerial revolution, the 
basic idea of which had been stated much earlier by Veblen (1921). Veblen argued 
that capitalism, i.e. a system of production directed mainly by the owners of the 
means of production, could not last, because of its inefficient use of industrial 
resources, but he did not accept the Marxist view that its downfall would be 
brought about by the working class, or that it would be followed by a socialist 
society. He saw the principal opposition to capitalist industry in the technological 
specialists — the ‘engineers’ — upon whose work the operation of modern industry 


depends, and who are in a position, as he claims, to make the next move: 


They are, by force of circumstance, the keepers of the community’s material 
welfare; although they have hitherto been acting, in effect, as keepers and 
providers of free income for the kept classes. They are thrown into the position 
of responsible directors of the industrial system, and by the same move they 
are in a position to become arbiters of the community’s material welfare. They 
are becoming classconscious, and they are no longer driven by a commercial 
interest, in any such degree as will make them a vested interest in that 
commercial sense in which the syndicated owners and the federated workmen 
are vested interests. They are, at the same time, numerically and by habitual 
outlook, no such heterogeneous and unwieldy body as the federated workmen, 
whose numbers and scattering interest has left all their endeavours substantially 
nugatory. 

(ibid., p. 74) 


Burnham’s thesis was essentially similar, but it was set out in a more elaborate 


form. He argued that we are living in a period of transition from one type of 


60 Elites and society 


society to another, from capitalist society (i.e. a society characterized by a 
particular mode of production, by the dominance of industrialists and bankers, 
and by specific systems of belief or ideologies) to a type of society which he 
proposed to call the ‘managerial society’. Before explaining the process of 
transition to this society — the ‘managerial revolution’ — he discusses the principal 
alternative theory of the decline of capitalism, the Marxist theory of proletarian 
revolution. His criticism follows familiar lines: first, that the Russian Revolution 
did not inaugurate a socialist society, and secondly, that in most of the advanced 
industrial countries there have been no proletarian revolutions, while in the few 
cases where they were attempted they were unsuccessful (e.g. Germany in 
1918-19). His own theory involves first of all a statement of who are the 
managers, and then a demonstration that the group which he has defined is in 
fact becoming a ruling élite in society. Burnham identified two principal sections 
among the managers: the scientists and technologists, and the directors and co- 
ordinators of the process of production. The latter are the managers par excellence, 
and he distinguished them from the ‘engineers’ in Veblen’s sense, even though 
many of them may have scientific or technical qualifications. They are, in fact, 
the top executives or company directors of business corporations, and 
Burnham’s analysis of their position in society depends in large measure upon 
establishing that there has developed in modern industrial societies a radical 
separation between the ownership and the control of industry. The idea of such 
a separation was familiar to nineteenth-century students of society (including 
Marx, who observed the consequences of the development of joint stock 
companies); but its significance has increased with the appearance of the modern 
giant corporation, which was first systematically examined by Berle and Means 
(1933). Burnham’s argument is that the managers are taking over the economic 
power which was formerly in the hands of the capitalist owners of industry, 
and are thus acquiring the capacity to shape the whole social system. He supports 
his thesis — which requires not only that the managers shall be a distinct social 
group, but that they shall be a cohesive group, aware of their group interests in 
a struggle for power — by attempting to show that the individualistic ideology 


of capitalism is being replaced by a managerialist ideology. As evidence for the 
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latter point he presents the experiences of the Fascist corporate state in Germany 
and Italy, and of the Communist regime in the Soviet Union (none of which have 
survived), and the limited amount of state planning in some Western capitalist 
countries. 

Subsequent criticism has made it clear that the fundamental notion of the 
separation of ownership and control in modern industry is at best a half truth. 
There is a close connexion between the owners and the managers of industry in 
several respects. In the first place, the top managers are very often owners, in the 
sense that they have substantial shareholdings in their companies; and although 
shareholding may be quite widely dispersed this only makes it easier for a small 
number of large shareholders to control the policies of the company (Florence 
1953). Secondly, even when managers are not important shareholders in their own 
companies, they are usually wealthy individuals; as Mills (1956, p. 119) pointed 
out: ‘the chief executives and the very rich are not two distinct and clearly segregated 
groups. They are both very much mixed up in the corporate world of property 
and privilege.’ Thirdly, the recruitment of managers is predominantly from the 
upper strata of society. In the USA, according to Mills, ‘the top executives of 
1950 are not country boys who have made good in the city’, nor are they immigrants 
or even sons of immigrants; ‘these urban, white, Protestant Americans were born 
into families of the upper and upper middle classes. Their fathers were mainly 
entrepreneurs: 57 per cent are sons of business men; 14 per cent of professional 
men; 15 per cent of farmers’ (ibid., p. 127). 

This conclusion is confirmed by several other studies. William Miller (1962) 
showed, in a careful investigation of the social origins of 190 prominent American 
business leaders in the first decade of the present century, that already at that time 
the notion that the typical successful businessman had risen from the lowest 
strata of society was obsolete. Less than 10 per cent of those he studied were 
born abroad, and only 1 per cent could be regarded as ‘poor immigrants’. Most of 
them came from old-established American families, in the larger towns and cities; 
and 80 per cent of them were from business or professional families. Similarly, a 
very thorough study of the upper class and the business élite in Philadelphia in 
1940 (Baltzell 1962) concluded that 
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the upper class contributed considerably more than its share of leaders within 
the business community: 75 per cent of the bankers, 51 per cent of the lawyers, 
45 per cent of the engineers, and 42 per cent of the business men listed in 
Who 5 Who were also members of the upper class (i.e. belonged to families 
listed in the Social Register). In addition, of the 532 directorships in industrial 
and financial institutions reported by members of the élite, 60 per cent were 
reported by members of the upper class. Finally, the leading bankers and 
lawyers in the city were members of the upper class. The presidents, and over 
80 per cent of the directors in the six largest banks were Proper Philadelphians, 


as were the senior partners in the largest law firms. 
(p. 431) 


In Britain a survey of directors of large public companies (Copeman 1955) showed 
that between 50 and 60 per cent began their careers with the advantage of having 
business connexions in the family, while another 40 per cent came from families of 
landowners, professional men and others of similar social level. 

More recent research indicates that this situation has not changed significantly 
over the past few decades. In a series of studies Scott (1979, 1982, 1991) has 
demonstrated the great concentration of family wealth in Britain, and its connection 
with the ownership and control of corporate property. With the growth of large 
corporations the structure of ownership has become more impersonal than it was 


in the days of the individual entrepreneur, but as Scott (1979, pp. 175-6) argues, 


this has not resulted in a loss of power by wealthy persons . . . Wealthy 
families hold shares in a large number of companies and they forma pool from 
which corporate managers are recruited, though these managers may not come 
from families having a substantial ownership stake in the companies which 


they run. The propertied class has interests throughout the corporate system. 


Scott also refers to the increasing importance of educational diplomas, as do 
Abercrombie and Urry (1983), who relate this, however, to the growth of a 


“service class’ which in their view is 


taking on and concentrating within itself the functions of capital, namely, 
conceptualization, control, and reproduction, while the class position of the 
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capitalist class is being transformed . . . The process of class formation . . . is 
increasingly the outcome of the distribution of hierarchically ordered educational 


credentials. 
(p. 153) 


But the kind of analysis undertaken by Scott and others, in Britain and in other 
major industrial countries, shows that private wealth is still dominant in the class 
structure of these societies. The top executives and the owners of property are so 
intimately connected as to form a single social group, while the position of those 
in the middle and lower levels of management (the ‘service class’) differs 
fundamentally in that although they play an important part in the organization, 
technical operation, and administration of many vital economic enterprises and 
services (also in the public sector) they have, nevertheless, a subaltern role and do 
not make the crucial strategic decisions about the use of capital. In all this there is 
little to suggest an imminent ‘managerial revolution’, or to give verisimilitude to 
Burnham’s sketch of the new managerial ideology. The managers, especially the 
top managers, form an important functional group in industrial societies; they are 
an élite in the sense that they have high prestige and make some important 
economic decisions, and that they are increasingly aware of their position as a 
functional group (this awareness being fostered by the development of systematic 
studies and training in management), but they are not independent of the upper 
class of property owners, and they are not becoming a new and distinctive ‘ruling 
class’.* 

We have now to consider a third social group — that of the high government 
officials — which has appeared to many observers as constituting an increasingly 
powerful élite in modern societies. The concern of sociologists with the bureaucratic 
élite originated mainly in the work of Max Weber, in the course of his long ‘debate 
with the ghost of Karl Marx’ and with Marx’s followers. Weber’s opposition to 
socialism was inspired partly by a fear that it would result in the loss of individual 
freedom and in a more or less total regimentation of social life. Where Marx saw 
in the history of modern societies a concentration of the means of production in 
the hands of a small capitalist class, whose dispossession by the working class 
would be the initial step towards inaugurating a period of increasing human liberty, 
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Weber (1919) saw a process of concentration of the means of administration 
which would reach its apogee in a socialist society, with the direst consequences 
for the individual: 


the development of the modern state is initiated through the action of the 
prince. He paves the way for the expropriation of the autonomous and ‘private’ 
bearers of executive power who stand beside him, of those who in their own 
right possess the means of administration, warfare and financial organization . 
. . The whole process is a complete parallel to the development of the capitalist 
enterprise through gradual expropriation of the independent producers. In the 


end, the modern state controls the total means of political organization. 


(p. 82) 


Weber did not believe that the power of bureaucracy could be checked by 


political authorities, even in a democratic system: 


Under normal conditions the power position of a fully developed bureaucracy 
is always overwhelming. The ‘political master’ finds himself in the position of 
the ‘dilettante’ who stands opposite the ‘expert’, facing the trained official 
who stands within the management of administration. This holds whether the 
‘master’ whom the bureaucracy serves is a ‘people’, equipped with the weapons 
of ‘legislative initiative’, the ‘referendum’, and the right to remove officials, or 
a parliament, elected on a more aristocratic or more democratic basis and 
equipped with the right to vote a lack of confidence. 

(1921, p. 232) 


There can be little doubt that Weber’s interpretation was unduly influenced by 
the example of the Prussian bureaucracy, and its usurpation of political functions 
in Imperial Germany. Nevertheless, it has also seemed to other scholars that his 
thesis of the increasing power of bureaucracy gained plausibility from the events 
of European history in the twentieth century; from the developments which 
followed the socialist revolution in Russia, and from the consequences of the 
more extensive control of economic activity by the state in democratic capitalist 


countries. The application of Weber’s ideas to the Soviet social system was made 
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most fully and explicitly by a Yugoslav critic of totalitarian Communism, Milovan 
Djilas (1957), who refers to ‘This new class, the bureaucracy, or more accurately 
the political bureaucracy’, which, he says, has all the characteristics of earlier 
ruling classes as well as some new characteristics of its own. The new class is 
‘made up of those who have special privileges and economic preference because 
of the administrative monopoly they hold’. But Djilas has to admit that its 


members are not government officials or administrators in the ordinary sense: 


a more detailed analysis will show that only a special stratum of bureaucrats, 
those who are not administrative officials, make up the core of the governing 
bureaucracy [or new class]. This is actually a party or political bureaucracy. 
Other officials are only the apparatus under the control of the new class. 


Eventually he has to concede that ‘the party makes the class’, but he attempts to 
avoid the consequences of this statement by saying that the class then ‘grows as 
a result and uses the party as a basis. The class grows stronger, while the party 
grows weaker’. Finally, he attempts to bring the phenomenon within the scope of 
Marxist theory by asserting that the new class is defined by its ownership of the 
means of production: ‘the proof that it is a special class lies in its ownership and 
its special relations to other classes . . . The Communist political bureaucracy 
uses, enjoys, and disposes of nationalized property’ (ibid., pp. 39-40). 

In my view, this is a somewhat misleading analysis of the élites as they existed 
in Soviet society. As Djilas himself admits, the new class is not a bureaucracy in 
the strict sense, because it is not made up of government officials and administrators; 
in fact, it is not a bureaucracy at all, since those who compose it — the leading 
party members — are not bureaucrats, any more than the managers of industry are 
bureaucrats.’ They are political leaders who rise to power in the party by the 
exercise of political abilities — tactical skill, cunning, persuasiveness, energy, 
perseverance and so on — not by passing examinations in Marxism-Leninism.° 
Similarly, the dominance which the party itself exercises is political, not bureaucratic. 
Djilas really admits this when he says that ‘the party makes the [new] class’, but 
he tries to soften the force of the statement by adding that subsequently the class 
grows stronger at the expense of the party. There is little evidence, however, that 
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the Communist Party in any Communist country did grow weaker in this particular 
way, and what Djilas mainly succeeds in expressing is a moral evaluation, an 
assertion of the decline of the ideal party, the revolutionary proletarian party. 
Lastly, it is a mistake to suppose that the party ruled because it controlled the 
means of production; on the contrary, it controlled the means of production 
because it had political power. As a Polish sociologist argued more generally: 


the nineteenth century conception of social class, in both the liberal and the 
Marxian interpretations, has lost much of its applicability in the modern world. 
In situations where changes of social structure are to a greater or lesser degree 
governed by the decision of the political authorities, we are a long way from... 
classes conceived of as groups determined by their relations to the means of 
production or, as others would say, by their relations to the market . . . In 
situations where the political authorities can overtly and effectively change the 
class structure; where the privileges that are most essential for social status, 
including that ofa higher share in the national income, are conferred by a decision 
of the political authorities; where a large part or even the majority of the 
population is included in a stratification of the type to be found in a bureaucratic 
hierarchy — the nineteenth-century concept of class becomes more or less an 
anachronism, and class conflicts give way to other forms of social antagonism. 

(Ossowski 1963, p. 184) 


This makes clear that, while the lower levels of the social hierarchy may be 
bureaucratically organized, the ruling group itself is a political authority. 

I do not wish to suggest that the high state officials were without influence in 
the USSR and other communist countries; only that they were not a ruling class 
or governing élite. Even in the Stalinist period, the ruling party had obviously to 
take some account of the attitudes and aspirations of the various élite groups, 
including the officials; and in the later more liberal regimes it is evident that high 
officials, industrial managers, intellectuals and others had some independent 
influence upon social policies, though this was always severely limited by the 
surveillance and control exercised by the party. 

Does the situation of officials in the Western democracies differ at all from the 


foregoing? Many writers have drawn attention to what they regard as the increasing 
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power of bureaucracy, which they explain by the increase in the range of activities 
undertaken by the state, and by the growing complexity of public administration. 
A critic of the French administrative élite described this situation in the following 
terms: ‘They [the high officials] constitute a supreme and sovereign self-recruiting 
body, immune from political intervention, a rock against which all political storms 
beat ineffectively and in vain’ (Lüthy 1955, p. 17); while another writer, considering 


the progress of a ‘managerial revolution’ in France, observed that 


two groups of experts are tending to assume a leading position in the state as 
in the economy. The élite of the administration is recruited essentially among 
the Inspecteurs des finances and the members of the Conseil d’État, it is a 
general staff which radiates everywhere. Since these administrators frequently 
transfer to the private sector, they are to be found in the banks and in large- 
scale industrial and commercial enterprises. The second source is the graduates 
of the Ecole polytechnique, who form the élite of the technical departments of 
state, but are also increasingly the managers of large-scale industry. 
(Siegfried 1957, p. 246) 


Such arguments were most common in France in the 1950s, since the power of 
a bureaucracy always stands out most clearly when the political authority itself 
is weak or unstable, but they are encountered in all the Western countries in one 
form or another. Sometimes, as in the work by Siegfried quoted above, the argument 
is connected with the general thesis of the ‘managerial revolution’, and it is 
suggested that the managers of private industry and of nationalized undertakings, 
and the high government officials, are together developing into a ruling élite. This 
idea is supported by the observation that there is a growing interchange of personnel 
between these different sectors of management and administration. I have shown 
earlier that the managers do not constitute an independent power élite, and a 
similar demonstration can be made in the case of officials. Their policy-making 
powers, however much they may have increased, are ultimately subject to the 
control of a political authority, and the rivalry between political parties in the 
democratic countries is one of the means by which this control is made effective. 
Another means is what we may term the ethical code of the bureaucracy itself, 


and particularly the doctrine of political neutrality; in many Western countries 
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this doctrine exerts a restraining influence upon any ambition of high officials to 
usurp the policy-making powers of political leaders. 

Furthermore, in the case of officials, as in the case of industrial managers, it is 
evident from a number of studies that they are closely associated with the upper 
class in society; and insofar as they do directly influence public policy it is more 
likely to be along the lines of class interest than along the lines of their own 
particular aims as a rising élite of power. In Britain, a study by Kelsall (1955) 
showed that while the social area of recruitment to the administrative class of the 
higher civil service broadened between 1929 and 1950, there were still very few 
recruits from the lower strata of the working class (semi-skilled and unskilled 
workers) which comprise some 30 per cent of the total population; and on the 
other hand, 30 per cent of the higher civil servants came from families of property 
owners and professional people which account for only 3 per cent of the population. 
My own study of the French higher civil service (Bottomore 1952) indicated an 
even greater bias in recruitment: at the top level, in the grands corps de l’État, 84 
per cent of the officials came from upper and upper middle-class families, and less 
than 1 per cent from the families of industrial workers or agricultural labourers. 
Moreover, both in Britain and in France, higher civil servants have for the most 
part been educated in prestigious and socially exclusive schools and institutions 
of higher education, and in this way the social opinions and political outlook of 
the upper class are perpetuated and reinforced. In France, the Ecole libre des 
Sciences politiques had a particularly important role, up to 1945, in the formation 
of an administrative élite within the upper class. Its founder, Emile Boutmy, 
expressed himself clearly on the subject: 


Privilege has gone, democracy cannot be halted. The higher classes, as they call 
themselves, are obliged to acknowledge the right of the majority, and they can 
only maintain their political dominance by invoking the right of the most 
capable. Behind the crumbling ramparts of their prerogatives and of tradition 
the tide of democracy must encounter a second line of defence, constructed of 
manifest and useful abilities, of superior qualities whose prestige cannot be 
gainsaid. 

(letter of 25 February 1871) 


Intellectuals, managers and bureaucrats 69 


The postwar reforms of recruitment to the French higher civil service, including 
the establishment of the Ecole Nationale d’Administration, changed to some extent 
the ethos of education for the administrative élite, making it more ‘managerial’ and 
less ‘upper class’, but they did not bring about major changes in the social area of 
recruitment. In the USA, on the other hand, the absence of a comprehensive career 
civil service, especially in the higher grades, has prevented the formation of an 
administrative élite, and at the same time has made it of less concern to upper- 
class families to place some of their members in the administration.’ Mills (1956, 
pp. 239-41) came to the view that the absence of a genuine bureaucracy was an 
important factor in allowing the creation of an irresponsible power élite in American 


society: 


The United States has never and does not now have a civil service, in the 
fundamental genuine sense of a reliable civil service career, or of an independent 
bureaucracy effectively above political party pressure . . . neither executives 
nor politicians really want a group of expert administrators who are genuinely 
independent of party considerations, and who, by training and experience, are 
the depository of the kind of skills needed to judge carefully the consequences 


of alternative policies. 


But to argue in this way is to neglect all the experience of the European societies, 
in which the closest association has existed between the high officials of a genuine 
bureaucracy and the upper class in society. 

This account of three élites which have attained prominence in modern societies 
suggests a number of interesting conclusions about the relations between élites 
and classes, and about the circulation of élites. Neither the intellectuals, nor the 
industrial managers, nor the bureaucrats can be seriously regarded as contenders 
for the place of the governing élite. None of these groups is sufficiently cohesive 
or sufficiently independent to be considered in such a light. The intellectuals are 
the most obviously divided among themselves, but all three groups show their 
lack of cohesion in the fact that they have not produced any doctrine which would 
express their specific importance and aims in society. A study of their characteristics 
brings to light a problem which was cogently stated by Friedrich (1950, pp. 257— 
8) in a criticism of the élite theories: ‘No attempt is made by Pareto to show that 
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the ‘élite’, as defined by him, possesses a distinct group character’, and further, 
‘both writers [Mosca and Pareto] smuggle in as an unproven assumption or major 
premise what is the most problematical part of all élite doctrines, . . . that those 
who play a role in government constitute a coherent group’. In spite of the many 
difficulties presented by the concept of class, it is a great deal easier to demonstrate 
the existence of broad class interests in modern democratic societies (with the 
evidence provided by the formation of distinct organizations, by political ideologies 
and by voting behaviour) than to show that élite groups such as those I have 
examined here have any similar collective interests, or a collective ‘élite- 
consciousness’. 

The autonomy of these élites is limited, as we have seen, in various ways. 
They have class affiliations, which may be multiple as in the case of the intellectuals, 
or single, as is mainly the case with the managers and bureaucrats; and so they 
must be regarded as in some degree the representatives of social classes. The 
bureaucrats are controlled directly by political authorities, either by a single party 
in the various forms of totalitarian regime, or by several alternating parties in the 
democratic countries. The significance of the increasing influence of these élites 
seems to be not that each of them is a potential ruling class engaged in a struggle 
for supreme power, but that insofar as there is competition and conflict among 
them this may restrict to some extent the power of those who are the rulers of 
society at any given time. They form, to use Mosca’s term, elements of the ‘sub- 
élite’ in society. 


NOTES 


1 See Bottomore (1967), Brym (1980). Schumpeter (1942), in his account of the 
decline of capitalism, greatly exaggerated the influence of radical intellectuals. 

2 His books are in Russian and have not been translated. His ideas were first 
expounded in English by Max Nomad in Rebels and Renegades (1932), from 
which I take this account. 

3 As the editor remarks, it would be interesting to obtain similar material from 
various countries in order to establish a basis for comparing the prestige and 
influence of intellectuals in different environments. Unfortunately, a beginning 
has still to be made, or even envisaged; one elaborate and bulky symposium on 
the intellectuals, edited by De Huszar (1960), still relies largely upon 
impressionistic accounts of their social role. 
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See Bottomore and Brym (1989), and in particular the chapter by Marceau 
which discusses the education of French businessmen (pp. 65-9). 
Cf. Mills (1956, p. 133): 


The bureaucratic career, properly defined, does not mean merely a climb up, 
from one level to the next, of a hierarchy of offices. It does involve that, but 
more importantly, it means the setting up of strict and unilateral qualifications 
for each office occupied. Usually these qualifications involve both specified 
formal training and qualifying examinations. 


A study of the Soviet bureaucracy by Armstrong (1959) presents much the same 
thesis of rule by a bureaucracy. The author shows, in fact, that there was an 
increasing emphasis upon the formal training of party officials in special party 
schools, but he does not show that ascent to the topmost positions of power was 
dependent upon success in this educational system, i.e. upon formal qualifications, 
rather than upon success in practical political leadership, which included 
cultivating the ‘right connections’. 

See Bendix (1949). The recruitment is similar to that in Britain or France 
insofar as few higher civil servants come from working-class families, but the 
social composition differs as a whole in being more predominantly middle class 
and lower middle class. Moreover, the American higher officials had a more 
diversified educational background, as well as being drawn from a variety of 
previous occupations. 


Chapter 5 


Tradition and modernity 
Elites in the developing countries 


There is no context in which the idea of élites has been invoked more frequently 
since the Second World War than in discussions of the problems and prospects of 
the ‘developing countries’. This should cause no surprise, for as we have seen 
already there is a profound association between changes in social structure and 
the rise and fall of élites. Economic, political, or other changes first bring about 
modifications in the prestige and power of different social groups, and those 
groups which are increasing their power then seek to take control of the changes 
and to press them forward. At the same time, the need for ‘charismatic’ leaders 
and élites seems to be most keenly felt wherever complex and difficult social 
changes are taking place and familiar ways of life are disappearing. In the developing 
countries, therefore, we have an opportunity to study closely those social forces 
which are creating new élites, as well as the activities of the élites themselves in 
the attempted transformation of their societies into modern, economically advanced 
nations. 

Each of these countries has, of course, some unique features and problems 
arising from its history, its geographical situation and its particular relationships 
with other nations, which may have a greater or lesser influence upon its 
development; but there are also many important characteristics which are either 
common to all the countries, or are to be found in those belonging to a particular 
type. Leaving aside, for the present purpose, the factors of size and natural 
resources, we can distinguish four main categories of underdeveloped countries, 
within each of which there are important similarities of social structure and culture: 
(i) the African states; (ii) the Arab states of the Middle East and North Africa; (iii) 
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the Asian states; and (iv) the Latin American states. The countries belonging to 
the first group have established themselves by means of anti-colonial struggles 
which profoundly affected their political regimes. They have to face, in addition 
to the problems of economic development, those of consolidating a national 
community formed out of tribal groups, whose existence within their frontiers is 
largely the result of the arbitrary division of Africa among the colonial powers. 
Among the countries of the second group, a number have been formed by 
independence struggles against direct colonial rule, but many others have enjoyed 
political independence for some time and have had chiefly to resist the indirect 
control of their economic resources by foreign powers. Their political problems 
are mainly those of breaking down feudal and autocratic systems of government, 
which are linked with highly inegalitarian and rigid class systems. The third 
group, that of the Asian countries, is characterized especially by the fact that 
these are, for the most part, countries of ancient civilization in which traditional 
social institutions are very strongly established. They are also, in many cases, 
countries which have liberated themselves very recently from colonial rule, and 
although they do not confront major problems of integrating tribal groups into a 
national community, as is the case with the African countries, they face some 
similar problems of national integration insofar as they are divided into castes or 
linguistic regions (as in India), or into ethnically and linguistically separate groups 
(e.g. Tamils and Sinhalese in Sri Lanka, Malays and Chinese in Malaysia). The 
fourth group, that of the Latin American countries, differs in important respects 
from all the others. These countries are, for the most part, more advanced 
economically, and they are already urban rather than agrarian societies, although 
they have begun to industrialize on a large scale only in the past few decades; and 
they have been politically independent for a relatively long time. Thus, their 
political problems are not to the same extent those of national integration, although 
in some of them, such as Peru, the large Indian population has still to acquire full 
citizenship; nor has recent political activity been directly inspired by nationalism, 
although it has been directed increasingly against North American economic 
influence in the region. The main problems are those created by industrialization, 
the rapid increase of population, and the rise of a labour movement within a 
political system in which the large landowners have long been dominant, and have 


often ruled through military dictatorships. 
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The general problems of the developing countries arise largely from the 
accelerated pace of industrialization which is sought, and in varying degrees 
achieved, and which has been provoked to a considerable extent by the example of 
those countries which are already industrialized; from the rapid growth of 
population resulting from the improvement of medical care and other welfare 
services; and from the social and political conditions in which economic 
development has to take place. The industrialization of the Western countries 
began, in most cases, in more favourable conditions of economic organization, 
political cohesion and stability, and psychological preparation of the population 
by the decline of traditional institutions, as well as being a more protracted and 
gradual process. Quite apart from the economic difficulties which the present 
developing countries encounter from the fact that there are already in the world 
advanced industrial countries, which dominate world production, trade and 
investment, they have also to contend with political instability, with popular 
demands for rapid improvement in levels of consumption and welfare, and 
sometimes with powerful opposing forces based upon traditional ways of life. 

In such conditions the importance of élites and leaders who are capable of 
inspiring effective action, of controlling and directing events, is greatly enhanced. 
It is further enhanced by the lack of experience in social and political organization 
of the mass of the population who have in many cases been kept in a condition of 
subjection and inactivity by autocratic rulers, either indigenous or foreign. Which, 
then, are the new élites that emerge to initiate or to take over the tasks of economic 
development and social reconstruction? How are they related to social classes and 
how effective is their leadership? One early study of industrial society and 
industrialization suggested that ‘there are five ideal types of élites who customarily 
and variously take the leadership of the industrialization process . . . (1) a dynastic 
élite; (2) the middle class; (3) the revolutionary intellectuals; (4) the colonial 
administrators; and (5) the nationalist leaders’ (Kerr et al. 1960, especially chap. 
3). Two of these élites have been relatively unimportant in the most recent period 
and we can deal with their influence very briefly. The colonial administrators 
created, in many countries of Asia and Africa, some of the prerequisites for 
industrial development, by establishing an effective administration and judiciary, 


introducing modern education, and promoting modern banking and commerce, as 
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well as some modern industries.' Nevertheless, these achievements could not lead 
directly to rapid industrialization, for a number of reasons: the economic interests 
of the colonial power and the generally inhibiting effects of foreign rule were both 
serious obstacles, as was the fact that where large-scale commerce and industry 
did develop it was very often in the hands of nationals of the colonial power. 

The role of dynastic élites — whether drawn from a landowning or a commercial 
aristocracy — is also limited. In some countries of the Middle East and Latin 
America élites of this kind have attempted, sometimes under foreign as well as 
internal pressure, to bring about social and economic changes from above, but 
their actions are constrained by the interest which they have as a class in maintaining 
the existing state of society. In order to carry out successfully their policies of 
reform they would have to permit, and still more encourage, much greater social 
mobility, to extend education rapidly, and to make their own élite positions more 
easily accessible to individuals and groups from the lower strata of society. It is 
doubtful whether they can or will do this on the scale or with the speed necessary 
to meet the urgent demands for economic growth and rising levels of living, and to 
counter the influence of the new élites emerging from the labour movement which 
are competing with them for support. 

The other three élites which I have mentioned play a more significant role in 
most of the underdeveloped countries. The middle class as a whole influences 
economic development not only by the contribution of its special skills, but by a 
general commitment to modern ways of living. In the various types of developing 
society, different groups within the middle class may have a more or less 
predominant influence. In most of the former colonial countries of Asia and Africa 
the middle class was created largely by the educational and administrative systems 
which the ruling colonial powers introduced, as may be seen particularly clearly 
in the case of India. An Indian historian, B.B. Misra (1961), in his well-documented 
account of the growth of the middle class there, has observed that ‘the bulk of the 
Indian middle classes came to consist of the intelligentsia — public servants, other 
salaried employees, and members of the learned professions’ (p. 343). One 
important reason for this pre-eminence of the intelligentsia in the middle class 
was the lack of opportunities for the formation of an indigenous business class, 
which in turn was due to the low rate of economic growth and to the privileged 
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position of nationals of the colonial power in the small sector of modern industry 
and commerce. This situation was not affected significantly at first — or even later 
in the case of those countries which embarked on a socialist path of development 
— by political independence, because the planning of economic growth and the 
concentration of effort upon public rather than private enterprise offered relatively 
little scope for the development of an influential entrepreneurial group. On the 
other hand, in the countries of Latin America and the Middle East entrepreneurs 
emerged much earlier, and they formed an important section of the middle class. 
In the Middle East the development of the oil industry has created massive 
corporate wealth, though much of this is in the hands of dynastic élites, and 
extensive industrialization and modernization; but in Latin America, while corporate 
wealth has also increased, the dominant élites have not been conspicuously effective 
in promoting sustained economic growth, and there has been since 1958 a 
succession of economic crises along with increasing problems of foreign 
indebtedness. This, together with the association between Latin American business 
and the North American firms which have a large share in the raw materials and 
other industries, and have ruthlessly exploited natural resources and exported the 
profits, has tended to discredit the indigenous entrepreneurial élite. The opposition 
to its rule, and to the activities of North American business interests, was 
strengthened by the Cuban revolution, and subsequently by the advent of the 
Popular Unity government in Chile and of the Sandinista government in Nicaragua. 
From the 1960s new élites, based upon the working class and peasantry, developed 
rapidly throughout Latin America, but powerful counter-revolutionary movements 
then emerged, involving military leaders and supported in various ways by the 
USA, and during the 1980s the advance of the democratic and socialist movements 
was, at least temporarily, halted. 

Within the ‘white-collar’ middle class in many developing countries one of the 
most important groups has been that formed by the higher government officials, 
who assumed exceptional responsibilities and acquired considerable powers, 
especially in those countries where economic and social planning was undertaken 
on a large scale. In many respects, government officials seemed to have a role in 
the economic development of new nations in the twentieth century similar to that 
which capitalist entrepreneurs had performed in the economic development of 


Elites in the developing countries 77 


Western societies in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But for all their 
importance their power is more closely circumscribed. The capitalist entrepreneurs 
were an independent class whose influence spread through government and 
administration, while the officials are the subordinates of political leaders, 
constrained by the aims of the governing élite and of the class which sustains it; 
and a managerial or bureaucratic revolution is no more evident in the developing 
countries than it is in the advanced industrial societies. 

It is the political élite which has been pre-eminent in deciding the course of 
economic and social development. The origins of this élite are to be found, in most 
cases, in one or other of the two groups mentioned earlier — the nationalist leaders, 
and what Kerr et al. (1960) called ‘revolutionary intellectuals’, though it would be 
more appropriate to refer to them as leaders of revolutionary, radical or labour 
parties and movements — which in some cases are associated or merge with one 
another. In most of the Asian and African countries, however, intellectuals did 
take a prominent part in the struggles against colonial rule. University students 
were often the shock troops of the independence movements, and those who 
studied abroad created or helped to create the new nationalist parties. A study of 
the new Indonesian élites (Van Niel 1960), dealing with the early phases of an 
independence movement, noted the spread of radical ideas among university 
students and the strong influence of politically minded intellectuals, and showed 
that educated Indonesians formed a majority of the active participants in the anti- 
colonial movements. In Nigeria, a new élite of ‘Western-educated and frequently 
self-made men’ supplanted the old élite of the traditional ruling families as the 
independence movement developed, although, as in most cases, there was some 
overlapping between the old and new élites, since the old élite families were those 
which had the best opportunities to procure a Western education for their children 
(Smythe and Smythe 1960). Hodgkin (1961) also pointed out, in his study of 
African political parties, that nationalistic political élites were recruited very 
largely from the new middle class, and especially from the ‘educated middle 
class’. In the Ghana House of Assembly, after the 1954 election, 29 per cent of the 
members were school teachers, 17 per cent clerks, accountants, etc., 17 per cent 


members of the liberal professions. Among members of the Legislative Assembly 
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of the eight territories of the former French West Africa, after the 1957 elections, 
22 per cent were teachers, 27 per cent were government officials and 20 per cent 
were members of the liberal professions (ibid., p. 29). 

But nationalist leaders have not always been either intellectuals or 
revolutionaries. In India, they were neither the one nor the other. True, the National 
Congress was largely created, and was strongly influenced in its early stages, by 
intellectuals who had imbibed Western ideas; but they were liberals, not 
revolutionaries, and their influence was later counteracted by that of political 
leaders who came from business communities or the professions, and even more 
by the moral and social doctrines of Gandhi, which were derived from traditional 
religious thought. 

Where revolutionary intellectuals did attain power it was usually through the 
adoption of Marxism as a political creed, and by the formation of Communist 
parties or similar organizations which brought them into a close association with 
the industrial workers and especially with the poorer peasants. The initial appeal 
of Marxism and Communism in the developing countries was well stated by 
Raymond Aron (1950, p. 154): 


communism may be a progressive force wherever élites are inadequate for their 
task, either preserving a more or less feudal system of organization, or 
proceeding too slowly with the capitalist equipment of the country . . . In our 
day an élite which fails to make use of technical resources to raise the standard 
of life and increase the wealth of the community is indeed a bankrupt élite. It 
is natural that a party, representative of the peasants and workers, who are in 
poverty because the productivity of their labour is low, should come forward 
to take over from the soldiers, bankers or great landowners who prefer to 
spend their profits on luxurious American cars rather than on tractors or 


machine tools. 


The appeal of Communism was enhanced in the early postwar period by the 
fact that the Communist parties possessed, in Marxism, an effective ‘political 
formula’ (to use Mosca’s term’) — that is, a doctrine which states clearly the ends 


to be pursued, and supplies a moral justification of the governing élite and its 
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actions. Marxism was presented as a progressive, modern view of the world, 
irreconcilably opposed to ancient superstitions; an egalitarian creed which had 
the power to enthuse individuals everywhere and most of all in those countries 
where immense wealth and the most degrading poverty coexist; and at the same 
time a theory of rapid industrialization which incites people to activity and 
labour and could claim in the economic growth of the USSR up to 1939, and again 
in the period of postwar reconstruction, a practical confirmation of its truth. 
Marxism, from this aspect, might be thought of as the ‘Protestant ethic’ of the 
twentieth-century industrial revolutions. Nevertheless, as we have seen, the 
intellectuals are by no means everywhere animated by revolutionary ideas, still 
less by those of Marxism; and economic development has not in most cases been 
pursued under the leadership of Communist parties. The resistances to Marxism 
are numerous and they grow both from within Marxist thought itself and from 
other systems of ideas. As an intellectual scheme, Soviet Marxism generated 
increasing doubts and criticisms, some of which I have considered in an earlier 
chapter; but more important in the present context is the fact that its more 
repellent aspects as a practical creed came to be clearly recognized. The experience 
of the USSR, which showed on one hand the possibilities of rapid economic 
growth under the leadership of the Communist Party (at least up to the 1960s), 
revealed on the other hand, as possible or even probable concomitants of this kind 
of one-party rule, dictatorship and loss of personal liberty, persecution and 
widespread suffering. It is for these reasons that so many intellectuals in the 
developing countries began to look for a new progressive creed, which they hoped 
to find, at various times, in African or Asian socialism, in the doctrines of the 
Cuban revolutionaries, or elsewhere, but which still eludes any precise and 
compelling formulation — still more so after the collapse of the East European 
Communist regimes. 

If we now look at the external influences we can see that in many developing 
countries Marxism has been opposed both by traditional religious thinkers and 
by those who have adopted Western conservative or liberal ideas. Thus in India, 
although the Communist Party — now divided — constituted at the outset a significant 
opposition to the Congress Party, the general intellectual and political impact of 


Marxism has been limited, and even the more reformist socialist ideas which had 
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a prominent place in the Congress itself in the first years of independence seem to 
have lost much of their appeal. In Latin America the influence of Marxism has 
been stronger, and has notably affected conceptions of development itself, through 
the elaboration of theories of ‘dependent development’ (Kay 1991), but the 
political impact of socialism has come from a wide variety of sources, including 
‘liberation theology’ (McHugh 1991) and ecology movements. Moreover, as in 
Asia and Africa, socialist doctrines have been strongly contested by other ‘Western’ 
ideas, particularly in the 1980s those expounded by advocates of a ‘free market’ 
economy. The relative strength of these opposing conceptions is determined to a 
great extent by the specific form in which the world economy has evolved, and 
this is a major external factor to which I shall return later. 

The leaders of nationalist movements clearly formed one of the most important 
élite groups in the Asian and African countries, where the impetus for economic 
development came originally from the struggles for political independence. Such 
leaders may be the products of Western universities and radical student movements, 
but also of indigenous business and professional communities, or of traditional 
élite groups, and all of them derive their power from leadership ofa political party 
which is based upon, and expresses, some kind of nationalist sentiment. This 
nationalism is a consequence of the struggle for independence from alien rulers, 
and also of the nature of the problems which confront these countries after 
independence; especially the need to create or consolidate a nation out of associated 
but still separate tribal or linguistic groups, and to plan on a national scale the 
industrial development of the country. It is not surprising to find, then, that in 
many developing countries a single party which had successfully led the 
independence movement established itself as the ruling élite and justified its 
power both by its past deeds and by its promise to create a modern nation in the 
future. This is not to say that nationalism is the only ‘political formula’ which 
sustains such ruling élites. Other ideas, of democracy, socialism, or welfare, may 
be incorporated in the ruling doctrine, just as in other cases nationalist ideas may 
find their place in a revolutionary ideology. In Africa, nationalism was infused 
with socialistic doctrines on one hand, and with ideas of pan-Africanism, taking 
shape in actual projects of federation, on the other. Similarly, in many of the Asian 


countries nationalism had a distinct socialistic cast, and in some countries of the 
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Middle East and Latin America the growth of nationalism was associated with 
socialism by reason of its opposition to foreign business interests. 

One factor, however, which makes nationalism by itself an ambiguous doctrine 
for the political rulers of developing countries is that it may be backward-looking 
and seek to revive traditional institutions and traditional élites, especially in those 
societies which have preserved their own ancient civilization. In the course of the 
independence movement there may develop, alongside the political struggle, a 
cultural conflict in which the language, values and institutions of the foreign rulers 
are rejected while the country’s own ancient glories and accomplishments are 
lauded and held up for imitation. One example of this pattern of events is the 
revival of Hinduism in India, which was both used and furthered by Gandhi in 
creating amass movement of opposition to British rule; but other instances can be 
found in some Arab countries, in Pakistan, and in some parts of Africa, where 
Islam provided a rallying point for opponents of colonial rule. Where nationalism 
is associated in this way with a traditionalist revival of ancient values and ways of 
life, it may become an obstacle to economic development, especially by its 
opposition to a thoroughgoing rationalization of social life. Thus, although 
nationalist political leaders have powerful forces on their side they also confront 
serious difficulties arising from the conflict between traditionalists and modernists 
within their own ranks and in the society at large. A further major problem is that 
where the new nation itself contains different tribal or ethnic groups, or even 
other distinct nations, profound conflicts may develop from the rise of new 
independence movements within the nation-state, as has been seen in another 
context in Eastern Europe since the collapse of the Communist regimes. 

There is, finally, an important social group which I have not so far mentioned, 
but which has been, in some countries, more influential than either the intellectuals 
or the political leaders: namely, military officers. It is evident that in newly 
independent countries, where political institutions are still in the making and 
political authority is still, in varying degrees, unsettled and insecure, those who 
control the ultimate power of direct physical coercion have the opportunity to 
play an important part in deciding the future of the nation. Whether they will in 
fact intervene in political affairs depends upon many factors: the traditions in 


which military officers have been educated, their social origins, the extent of their 
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influence over the troops they command, and on the other side, the strength of the 
political leaders and the character of their relations with the military chiefs.4 Some 
of the principal examples of military intervention in politics have occurred in 
Latin America, where they were common in an earlier period when the caudillos 
with their armed bands resembled feudal barons, reacting to the breakdown of a 
settled political authority (Lieuwen 1961). More recently, however, military 
intervention has been undertaken primarily in opposition to democratic and 
socialist movements which threaten the position of the upper class, and although 
the broad democratic movement has become stronger in some countries it is still 
not entirely secure, while the socialist movement appears to face a permanent 
danger of intervention. Elsewhere, there are many other factors to be considered 
which may enhance the importance of the military. Pye (1961, p. 83) noted that 
they had become the dominant group in at least eight of the African and Asian 
countries, and suggested that the political role of the army in the developing 
countries should be considered 


first, with respect to the political implications of the army as a modern 
institution that has been somewhat artificially introduced into disorganized 
transitional societies: and second, with respect to the role that such an army 


can play in shaping attitudes towards modernity in other spheres of society. 


Armies, he argued, are among the most modern elements in some developing 
countries, and are imbued with ‘the spirit of rapid technological change’. At the 
same time, they are an important modernizing influence upon the society at large, 
for they train their members in modern techniques and inculcate new attitudes to 
work. 

There is another characteristic of these new armies to which a number of 
writers have drawn attention: namely that they constitute, or did constitute in the 
early period of independence, one of the most effective channels of upward social 
mobility. In those societies in which higher education has been accessible only to 
the upper class, and in which the political leaders were also drawn largely from 
this class, the army provided an opportunity for a new élite to form, recruited 
from the middle strata of society, and sometimes allying itself with the peasantry 
and working class. In Egypt, Syria and Iraq, revolutions were led by young army 
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officers who belonged in the main to the middle class and lower middle class. In 
Latin America, too, military intervention in politics sometimes took a different 
form during the 1930s and 1940s, in popular revolutions led by the young officers,° 
but as I have indicated the pattern has changed radically again in the postwar 
period. 

This short review of élite groups in the developing countries — intellectuals, 
leaders of political movements, an established upper class, military officers, 
bureaucrats, business leaders — poses the question of how particular élites are able 
to attain power and to take a leading role in development. Let us consider first 
some of the internal factors. In some cases, in Latin America and the Middle East, 
dynastic élites constituted by landowners or royal households, and more recently 
by entrepreneurs, are strongly established and difficult to dislodge, even where 
their rule is ineffective or directly impedes economic growth. Military intervention 
may be favoured in some countries by a tradition of military rule, as in much of 
Latin America, or by a cultural tradition which does not emphasize the separation 
of military and political functions, as may be the case in Islamic countries; or on 
the other hand it may be discouraged by a strongly established doctrine of military 
neutrality and subordination to civil authority, as is most likely in those countries 
whose colonial rulers were themselves committed to such a doctrine. Other 
important factors are the strength of nationalist movements or labour movements, 
and the ability of their leaders to maintain popular support for their policies. Such 
support, if the imposition of autocratic control backed by military force is to be 
avoided, is essential in conditions where development is a more deliberate and 
conscious process than it was in the first industrial revolution, and is driven 
partly by popular aspirations for living standards comparable with those in the 
industrialized countries. 

But the internal factors I have considered — the competence of traditional élites 
and their control of resources (including military force), the political orientations 
of intellectuals and military officers, the growth of the middle class and of an 
entrepreneurial stratum, the influence of government officials in directing the 
economy, the ability of new political movements and leaders to gain mass support 
— although they play an important part in deciding the course of development and 


its degree of success, are by no means the only ones to be taken into account, and 
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in many cases not the most crucial. The world economy in the postwar period has 
been increasingly dominated by capitalism — by giant multinational corporations, 
by the advanced capitalist nation states (especially until the 1980s by the USA), 
and by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. The relation of 
these agencies to the developing countries is shaped above all by the interests of 
capitalism, and the policies of the World Bank and the IMF in particular have 
contributed massively to the impoverishment of a large part of the Third World 
(and to the destruction of the natural environment), while at the same time creating 
or strengthening in these countries small, wealthy, and frequently corrupt élites.° 

Against this trend the former Soviet bloc was unable to mount any effective 
resistance, partly because of its relative economic weakness, partly because the 
regimes of the East European countries comprising it were themselves dominated 
by a privileged (and also often corrupt) élite. More surprisingly, the democratic 
socialist governments which were in power at various times in Western Europe 
seem never to have questioned seriously the policies that were being imposed on 
the Third World, and it is only since the late 1980s that a more critical attitude has 
begun to emerge, due largely to the activities of numerous non-governmental 
organizations and social movements. Nevertheless, in spite of the dominant trend, 
a number of countries did embark on a socialist path of development, and the 
achievements and problems of some of them are well analysed in a study by 
White et al. (1983). Since then several of the socialist developing countries have 
succumbed to outside pressure, and those which survive face many difficulties — 
in Cuba the relentless, insensate hostility of the USA has been heroically and so 
far successfully resisted for three decades, but at great cost; in China, 
notwithstanding the movement towards ‘market socialism’, and relatively 
successful continuing economic development, the problems arising from the 
confrontation between an ageing, autocratic governing élite and popular demands 
for a more democratic political system; and in a few African countries the economic 
hardships resulting from the attempt, in very poor societies, to go ‘against the 
stream’ — as in Zimbabwe, which is still, however, despite the kind attentions of 
the IMF, the most successful developing country in southern Africa. 

The formation of élites in the developing countries, and the characteristics of 


those which become dominant, have therefore to be seen as an outcome of the 
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operation of both internal and external factors, with the latter having a pre- 


eminent influence in much of the Third World. But there is another aspect of this 


situation which also requires attention. Because of the path that development has 


taken as a result of Western policies, there are vast and increasing inequalities 


within the developing countries, an immense gulf between the élites and the mass 


of the population; and this is very far from the notion of ‘democratic élites’ 


expounded by Mannheim and others which I shall examine in the next chapter. 


NOTES 


1 


I mention here the actual achievements of colonial administrators. I do not 
mean to assert that similar developments could not have taken place indigenously 
if there had not been colonial conquests, although in many cases this seems to 
me doubtful. 

Mosca (1939, p. 70): 


tuling classes do not justify their power exclusively by de facto possession of 
it, but try to find a moral and legal basis for it, representing it as the logical 
and necessary consequence of doctrines and beliefs that are generally recognized 


and accepted . . . This legal and moral basis, or principle, on which the power 
of the political class rests, is what we have elsewhere called . . . the ‘political 
formula’. 


3 For example, a study of Senegal before independence observes that 


the power and influence of the traditional political chiefs has to a large extent 
been transferred to the Khalifas of the great Islamic sects; the latter represent 
today the principal force capable of resisting the modernist élite, and one 
with which the latter and the political movements identified with it must to 
some extent come to terms 

(Mercier 1956) 


4 For a general discussion of the factors involved see Finer (1962, especially 


chaps 8 and 9), and the comparative study by Janowitz (1964). 


5 Lieuwen (1961, p. 132): 


In a number of Latin American countries . . . the pattern of revolution 
underwent radical change in the second quarter of the twentieth century . . . 
The general picture was one in which the young officers, also frustrated in 
their ambitions, made common cause with the rising popular groups. Together 
they collaborated in bringing down, by force, the ancien regime. The examples 
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given are Bolivia in 1936, Guatemala in 1944, Argentina in 1943 and Colombia 
in 1953. 
6 This process, euphemistically described as ‘aid for development’, is thoroughly 
and revealingly analysed in the study by Hancock (1991). 


Chapter 6 


Democracy and the plurality of 
élites 


The criticism of democratic theories of politics which Mosca and Pareto formulated 
in the theory of élites began with the observation that in every society there is a 
minority which effectively rules. This criticism could be met — as Mosca himself 
saw — while accepting the need for a governing élite in every society, by arguing 
that the distinctive feature of democracy, as a form of government, is that it 
permits élites to form freely, and establishes a regulated competition between 
them for the positions of power. This conception of democracy as a political 
system in which political parties compete for the votes of a mass electorate 
implies further that the élites are relatively ‘open’ and are recruited on the basis of 
merit (i.e. there is presumed to be a continuous and extensive circulation of élites), 
and that the whole adult population is able to participate in ruling society at least 
in the sense that it can exercise a choice between the rival élites. Karl Mannheim, 
as we saw earlier, had originally connected élite theories with Fascism, and with 
anti-intellectualist doctrines of ‘direct action’, but came later to hold a view of this 
kind: 


the actual shaping of policy is in the hands of élites; but this does not mean 
that the society is not democratic. For it is sufficient for democracy that the 
individual citizens, though prevented from taking a direct part in government 
all the time, have at least the possibility of making their aspirations felt at 
certain intervals . . . Pareto is right in stressing that political power is always 
exercised by minorities (élites), and we may also accept Robert Michels’ law 


of the trend towards the oligarchic rule in party organizations. Nevertheless, it 
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would be wrong to overestimate the stability of such élites in democratic 
societies, or their ability to wield power in arbitrary ways. In a democracy, the 
governed can always act to remove their leaders or to force them to take 
decisions in the interests of the many. 

(1956, p. 179) 


He also emphasized the importance of selection by merit, and of the reduced 
distance between élites and masses in creating a compatibility between élite rule 


and democratic government: 


We assume that democracy is characterized, not by the absence of all élite 
strata, but rather by a new mode of élite selection and a new self-interpretation 
of the élite... What changes most of all in the course of democratization is the 
distance between the élite and the rank-and-file. The democratic élite has a 
mass background; this is why it can mean something for the mass. 

(ibid., p. 200) 


The reconciliation between the idea of élites and the idea of democratic 
government has proceeded apace during the twentieth century, as Mannheim’s 
own work bears witness, and it has been assisted by a number of favourable 
circumstances. One of these is the general enhancement of the importance of 
leadership which has resulted from large-scale warfare, from international rivalry 
in economic growth and from the rise and development of new nations; all of 
which has tended to divert attention away from the more disagreeable aspects of 
élite rule towards the need for efficient and enterprising élites. Another circumstance 
which has lent support to the competition model of democracy is the contrast 
between the consequences of élite rule in one-party states, and the experiences of 
those democratic societies in which there is competition for power among several 
political parties, none of which aims to bring about radical changes in the social 
structure. Furthermore, this model also has a scientific appeal, by reason of the 
analogy which it presents to the model of economic behaviour in a free enterprise 
system, and of the promise which it thus holds out of an analysis of political 
behaviour as exact and rigorous, if also as limited, as economic analysis. The 
analogy was stated plainly by Schumpeter (1942, chap. 22), who also went on to 


argue more generally that modern democracy arose with the capitalist economic 
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system and is causally connected with it (ibid., pp. 296-7). The view is conveyed 
succinctly in the remark made by a successful politician, which Schumpeter 
quotes: ‘What businessmen do not understand is that exactly as they are dealing 
in oil so I am dealing in votes’ (ibid., p. 285). This conception of democracy as a 
competition for votes between political parties has been presented in more 
elaborate forms, as for example in An Economic Theory of Democracy by A. 


Downs, who summarizes his theory in the following way: 


Our main thesis is that parties in democratic politics are analogous to 
entrepreneurs in a profit-seeking economy. So as to attain their private ends, 
they formulate whatever policies they believe will gain the most votes, just as 
entrepreneurs produce whatever products they believe will gain the most 
profits for the same reasons. 

(1957, pp. 295-6) 


(See also the critical study of these ideas by Barry [1970] ). Another example of 
the use of this model is to be found in the tentative efforts to apply the theory of 
games to political behaviour, i.e. to apply to the activities of political parties a 
mathematical scheme which is extensively used in analysing the behaviour of 
business enterprises.’ 

But it is not only the competition between political parties which serves to 
reconcile the existence of élites with democracy. The advocates of this view 
discover a more general system of checks and balances in the plurality of élites 
which characterizes democratic societies. Raymond Aron (1950, p. 10) presented 


the case in a cogent manner: 


although there are everywhere business managers, government officials, trade 
union secretaries and ministers, they are not everywhere recruited in the same 
way and they may either form one coherent whole or remain comparatively 
distinct from one another. The fundamental difference between a society of the 
Soviet type and one of the Western type is that the former has a unified élite 
and the latter a divided élite. In the USSR the trade union secretaries, the 
business managers and the higher officials generally belong to the Communist 
party .. . On the other hand, democratic societies, which I would rather call 
pluralistic societies, are full of the noise of public strife between the owners of 
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the means of production, trade union leaders and politicians. As all are entitled 
to form associations, professional and political organizations abound, each 
one defending its members’ interests with passionate ardour. Government 
becomes a business of compromises. Those in power are well aware of their 
precarious position. They are considerate of the opposition because they 
themselves have been, and will one day again be, in opposition. 


The definition of democracy as competition between élites may be criticized 
on various grounds — that it is excessively arbitrary and leaves out of account 
generally recognized characteristics of the phenomenon which it defines, or that 
the theory in which it is used is inadequate or untrue, or that it proceeds from a set 
of value judgements to which other value judgements can be opposed. Modern 
democracy has most often, and by most political thinkers, been defined as the 
participation of the mass of the people in government, and one of its classical 
formulations is that of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address: ‘government of the people, 
by the people, for the people’. All élite theories deny that there can be, in any real 
sense, government by the people.” The denial may be founded, as in the case of 
Pareto and Mosca, upon the somewhat trivial observation that in most known 
societies of the past there has been a clear distinction between the rulers and the 
ruled, or it may rest upon a more theoretical analysis, as in the writings of 
Michels, Mannheim and Aron, which attempts to show that in any large and 
complex society (and in large and complex organizations within society) democracy 
can only be representative, not direct, and that the representatives are a minority 
who clearly possess greater political power than those whom they represent, 
since the influence of the latter is confined to passing judgement, at fairly long 
intervals, upon the activities of the minority. 

But several objections can be brought against this analysis. In the first place, 
according to the view of democracy which we are now considering, the system of 
government by representation is quite clearly regarded as an imperfect realization 
of democracy, to the extent that it does permanently exclude the many from any 
experience of government. The undemocratic character of representative 
government becomes most apparent when the representative principle is applied 
ina system of indirect election, whereby an elected élite itself elects a second élite 
which is endowed with equal or superior political power. This device has often 
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been resorted to by the opponents of popular rule, and de Tocqueville, among 
others, saw in it an effective means of restricting democracy. Even when the 
defenders of the idea of democracy as competition between élites do not propound 
it deliberately as a defence against democracy in its other sense — against that 
incursion of the masses into politics which de Tocqueville, Pareto, Mosca and 
Ortega y Gasset unite in deploring — they are still inclined to take representative 
government as the ideal, instead of measuring it against the ideal of direct 
participation by the people in legislation and administration and looking about for 
means by which this end might be more closely approached. 

This argument suggests a second objection to the analysis of democracy which 
Schumpeter, Aron and others provide. According to their accounts democracy is 
to be conceived as something accomplished and complete, which can be contrasted 
straightforwardly with other types of political system. On the other hand, in the 
conception of democracy as government by the people which prevailed during 
most of the nineteenth century, democracy was conceived as a continuing process 
in which political rights, the power to influence decisions on social policy, were 
progressively extended to groups in the population which had formerly been 
deprived of them. This implies two things: first, that democracy appeared primarily 
as a doctrine and political movement of the lower classes of society against the 
dominance of the aristocratic and wealthy classes (and this is, of course, one of 
the main causes which provoked the response of the élite theories); and secondly, 
that it was regarded as a movement towards an ideal condition of society in which 
people would be fully self-governing, which might never be completely achieved, 
but which democrats ought to strive for. It would not have occurred to most of the 
democratic political thinkers of the nineteenth century to regard universal suffrage, 
competition between several political parties and representative government, 
however valuable by contrast with the institutions of other political regimes, as 
the ultimate point of democratic progress, beyond which it was impossible to 
venture. 

The reasons for the emergence, in the twentieth century, ofa static conception 
of democracy in which élite rule is sanctioned by periodic elections have to be 
sought in the political circumstances of this century. It was the establishment of 
one-party states, in a Fascist form in Germany and Italy, and in a Communist 


form in the USSR, which gave point and credibility to the identification of democracy 
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with a multi-party, representative system. The passage which I quoted earlier 
from Aron, in which the unified élite in Soviet-type societies is contrasted with 
the plurality of élites in Western-type societies, makes this perfectly clear. We 
may, however, question whether organized political parties — and, more broadly, 
organized élite groups — are either necessary or sufficient for the existence of a 
democratic system of government. It has often been held that they are not necessary, 
and that, for example, in a more decentralized type of political system than those 
which now exist in most modern nations, the selection of the political leaders for 
the time being might be accomplished through the activities of associations which 
would be less highly organized, less bureaucratic and less permanent than the 
present-day political parties. This view has been taken, notably, by some ecology 
movements, but where Green parties have been formed in order to contest elections 
it has proved difficult to avoid more traditional forms of organization within 
existing political systems. 

It may be argued further, however, that in a society from which social classes 
had been eliminated (which many thinkers have envisaged as a consequence of the 
growth of democracy) one of the most important bases for the formation of 
parties would likewise have disappeared; and although it is not impossible to 
think of other social distinctions which might engender political parties, it is 
difficult to conceive that such parties would have the same scope and influence in 
political life, or would be quite so permanent and monolithic, as those with which 
we are familiar now. This argument refers, it should be noted, to a political system 
without political parties of the present type, and not to a one-party regime. The 
latter is not democratic at all, for it deprives the individual, confronted by the 
ruling party, of any real possibility of expressing or giving effect to his or her 
disagreement with important social decisions, since there is lacking any forum in 
the shape of autonomous associations in which alternative opinions can be 
expounded or the opinions of fellow citizens discovered. It may well be that in 
periods of popular enthusiasm a single party does express the common purpose 
of the great majority of a nation, and succeeds in drawing large numbers of people, 
without compulsion, into the activities of legislation and administration; but in 
that case there can be no need for it to suppress such other political parties as still 
survive. It may also be that the rule ofa single party, or a coalition, can be justified 
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by the necessities of war, of rapid industrialization, or of the creation of a new 
nation out of a former colonial territory, but that does not make the political 
regime in which it functions a democratic one. If the necessity can be demonstrated, 
the ruling group may be regarded as governing for the people, but it is not the case 
that the people govern themselves. 

A discussion of whether political parties are necessary to a democratic system 
of government must remain unavoidably speculative, and it is both easier and 
more practical to consider whether the competition between parties and élites is 
sufficient to ensure democracy. There are many liberal thinkers today who would 
assert that it is sufficient, or who would at least regard the competition between 
élites as being so important as to absolve them from further enquiry into the 
conditions of democracy. They would have the support of Mannheim, who, as 
we have seen, claimed that what made a society democratic was simply that 
individual citizens should have ‘at least the possibility of making their aspirations 
felt at certain intervals’.? On the other hand, Schumpeter and Aron both pay much 
attention to other influences upon the political system. Schumpeter sets out 
explicitly what he terms ‘conditions for the success of the democratic method’, 
which he classifies under four headings: (1) that the human material of politics (i.e. 
the élites) should be of sufficiently high quality; (ii) that the effective range of 
political decision should not be extended too far; (iii) that the government should 
be able to command the services of a well-trained bureaucracy of good standing 
and tradition; and (iv) that there should be democratic self-control, i.e. that the 
competing élites should tolerate each other’s rule and should resist the offerings of 
crooks and cranks, while the electorate, having made its choice, should refrain 
from interfering incessantly in the political actions of its representatives. Similarly, 
Aron (1950) states three conditions for the success of the contemporary pluralistic 
democracies: (i) the restoration of government authority capable of settling the 
disputes between groups and enforcing the decisions necessary in the community’s 
joint interest; (ii) an efficient economic administration which will preserve mobility 
and revive incentives; and (iii) a limitation of the influence of those individuals and 
groups which want to change the whole framework of society. 

It is obvious, however, that these accounts remain within the scheme of ideas 


which sees democracy as competition between élites, and explore its further 
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implications, while they neglect many other factors which influence the success 
or failure, and the extent, of democracy ina larger sense. I shall examine first some 
of the other political influences. It has been very generally assumed — it is assumed, 
for example, by Mannheim, although this does not accord well with his other 
pronouncements on the conditions for democracy — that the development of a 
democratic polity requires, in addition to the competition between élites, changes 
in the structure and composition of élites, in their self-conceptions, and in their 
relations with the rest of the population. Briefly, it seems to be assumed that in a 
democracy there will be a more rapid and extensive movement of individuals into 
and out of the élites, that there will be an increasing number of élite positions in 
relation to the population as a whole, that the élites will develop a less ‘aristocratic’ 
outlook and will regard themselves as being closely linked with the masses, and 
that, in consequence of various levelling influences, they will actually be closer to 
the masses in their style of life. The first two of these conditions would bring 
about a situation in which a far greater number of individuals had the experience of 
ruling as well as of being ruled, while the other conditions would change the 
character of political rule in some measure, making it less remote, authoritarian, 
majestic and irresistible. If we now look at the Western democracies of the present 
day we shall see that, while they conform quite well with the competition model 
of democracy, they are generally deficient in respect of these other conditions: 
there is not a rapid circulation of the personnel of the élites, which are still 
recruited predominantly from the upper class in society;* the outlook of the élites 
has changed only slowly, if at all, and the old aristocratic view of their functions 
is kept alive by their recruitment from the upper class, by the élite theories 
themselves, and by the prevailing social doctrines of ‘getting on’ and reaching ‘the 
top’; and lastly, the ‘levelling’ of conditions in Western societies has proceeded so 
slowly and to such a limited extent that the rulers are still very sharply distinguished, 
economically and socially, from the ruled. It should be noted, too, that the political 
parties which stand at the centre of the competition between élites have themselves 
lost something of their democratic character with their transformation into mass 
parties. They may not have become, in most cases, quite the oligarchic organizations 
which Michels (1911) foresaw, but they are more easily dominated by their 
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officials, and it is correspondingly more difficult for the rank and file members to 
have an effective influence in the shaping of policy. 

Besides these political factors, we should also consider whether there are not 
more general social conditions which are essential to the life and growth of a 
democratic system of government. It is a notable feature of the recent élite theories 
that, having defined democracy as simply a form of government of a whole society, 
and thus excluded from the definition such important features as are embodied, 
for example, in the notions of ‘social democracy’, or ‘industrial democracy’, they 
go on to eliminate so far as possible even a consideration of the influence which 
this kind of extension of democracy may have upon the form of government itself. 
But this is to overlook or reject a fundamental idea of sociology — namely, that the 
institutions which exist in the different spheres of society are not merely co- 
existent but are connected with each other by relations of concordance or 
contradiction and mutually affect each other — which was admirably formulated 
by Marx (1844), in his criticism of the political philosophers of his day, when he 
argued that it was a profound error to separate the human being as a citizen (i.e. as 
an individual with political rights) completely from the human being as a member 
of civil society (i.e. as an individual engaged in family life and in economic 
production). Are we to suppose, for instance, that the modern Western family, in 
which the relations between the members are, generally speaking, more cooperative 
and less authoritarian than was the case in the nineteenth century, has come into 
being unaffected by democratic ideas of government; or that once it exists it has no 
significance for the maintenance and extension of democratic attitudes and practices 
in the sphere of government? Can we accept that democratic government, which 
requires of the individual independent judgement and active participation in deciding 
important social issues, will flourish when in one of the most important spheres 
of life — that of work and economic production — the great majority of individuals 
are denied the opportunity to take an effective part in reaching the decisions 
which vitally affect their lives? It does not seem to me that a person can live ina 
condition of complete and unalterable subordination for much of the time, and yet 
acquire the habits of responsible choice and self-government which political 
democracy calls for. It is true that in the Western societies the subordination of the 


individual at work is less onerous than it used to be in some respects; workers 
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have some influence upon working conditions through the trade unions and through 
institutions of joint consultation and ‘social partnership’ which have developed 
in a rudimentary fashion, while the substantial increase in leisure time has enlarged 
the sphere in which they are able to decide things for themselves. On the other 
hand, much industrial work has become more subdivided and repetitive in modern 
times, with the result that workers, even if they are not subjected to the old type 
of authoritarian control by employers, still find less and less opportunity to 
exercise judgement, imagination, or skill in the performance of their tasks.° 

There are other circumstances, more frequently discussed, which affect the 
practice of democratic government. Great inequalities of wealth and income plainly 
influence the extent to which individuals can participate in the activities of ruling 
the community. A rich man may have difficulty in entering the kingdom of heaven, 
but he will find it relatively easy to get into the higher councils ofa political party, 
or into some branch of government. He can also exert an influence on political life 
in other ways: by controlling media of communication, by making acquaintances 
in the higher circles of politics, by taking a prominent part in the activities of 
pressure groups and advisory bodies of one kind or another. A poor man has none 
of these advantages: he has no relationships with influential people, he has little 
time or energy to devote to political activity, and little opportunity to acquire a 
thorough knowledge of political ideas or facts. It is equally evident that other 
categories of citizens — and notably women and members of particular ethnic 
groups — are, in a similar way though to a great extent for other reasons, grossly 
under-represented in the political élite, and this situation too has only recently 
begun to change, very gradually. 

The differences which originate in economic and other inequalities are enhanced 
by educational differences. In most of the Western democracies the kind of education 
provided for those groups which mainly provide the rulers of the community is 
sharply differentiated from that which is provided for the much greater number of 
those who are ruled. Furthermore the educational system in most Western societies 
does not only consolidate the distinction between rulers and ruled; it keeps alive 
and flourishing the whole ideology of élite rule insofar as it emphasizes the 


selection of exceptional individuals for élite positions, and the rewards in income 
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or status that scholastic achievement brings, rather than the raising of the general 
level of education throughout the community and the contribution which this 
might make to increasing the participation of the mass of citizens in government. 
The disparities of wealth and education which I have mentioned are aspects of the 
division of society into classes; and it is this fundamental division — to which 
other inequalities can be partially related — that has often been regarded, in the 
theories of ‘social democracy’ for example, as incompatible with democratic 
government. I shall discuss it further in the following chapter. 

The objections which I have so far brought against the élite theories of democracy 
are based upon an alternative conception of democracy as ‘government by the 
people’; but there are other objections which arise from inconsistencies within 
the élite theories themselves. First, there is the question as to whether any form 
of government could survive for long if there were permanent opposition and 
conflict between élites, and an incessant circulation of their personnel. Mannheim 
(1956), writing on the problems of political democracy in terms of the German 
situation of the early 1930s, argued that the growth of democracy means a loss of 
homogeneity in the governing élite, and went on to say: ‘Modern democracy 
often breaks down because it is burdened with far more complex decision problems 
than those facing early democratic (or pre-democratic) societies with their more 
homogeneous ruling groups’ (p. 172). T.S. Eliot (1948) argued in a similar fashion 
that élites, which require a regular circulation of their personnel, are unable to 
ensure social continuity in the way that the ruling classes of earlier times could 
do.° However, both writers exaggerated the dangers arising from these sources, for 
there has not been the substantial circulation of individuals between the élites and 
the rest of the population which they assumed, and the élites are not for the most 
part engaged in fundamental conflict with each other. As Aron (1950, p. 147) 


commented, in discussing the postwar situation of the Western societies: 


The composition of the governing élite may be progressively altered, the 
relative importance of the various groups in the élite may be changed, but a 
society can only survive and prosper if there is true collaboration between 
those groups. In one way or another there must be unity of opinion and action 


on essential points in the élite. 
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In fact, this unity of opinion and action — and the social continuity which Eliot 
desired — has been largely assured in the Western societies by the recruitment of 
élites from the upper class of society, and by the ideological support of the theory 
of élites itself. It is still broadly true that ‘From the hour of their birth some are 
marked out for subjection and some for command’ (Aristotle, Politics). In the 
Western societies the élites stand, for the most part, on one side of the great 
barrier constituted by class divisions; and so an entirely misleading view of political 
life is created if we concentrate our attention upon the competition between 
élites, and fail to examine the conflicts between classes and the ways in which 
élites are connected with the various social classes. 

It is one of the political myths of our age that democracy is protected and 
sustained principally or solely by a competition between élites, which balance 
and limit each other’s power. When we look at the arguments of the élite theorists 
in favour of this thesis we find a second inconsistency, which consists in moving, 
at different stages of the argument, from the concept of a plurality of élites to the 
quite different concept of a multiplicity of voluntary associations. Mosca, for 
example, referred to the possibility, in a democratic system, for many different 
‘social forces’ (not élites) to take part in political life and to limit the power of 
other social forces, and especially bureaucracy. Similarly Aron (1950), when he 
urged the importance of the diffusion of power in the pluralistic democracies, did 
not invoke only the principal élites which he distinguished, but spoke of the great 
variety of professional and political organizations to be found in such societies, 
which set bounds to the power of the rulers. But this advocacy of flourishing 
voluntary associations as a vital condition for effective democracy does not lend 
support to the élite theories. For what is being asserted, when the importance of 
vigorous local government, professional associations and other voluntary and 
autonomous bodies is given such prominence, is not that those organizations are 
élites which are engaged in major struggles for political power, but that they 
provide so many occasions and opportunities for ordinary men and women to 
learn and practise the business of self-government. They are means through which 
government by the people is made more real and practical in a large, complex 
society. 

Thus we are led by this path also to the view expressed earlier, that the 
preservation, and especially the development and improvement, of a democratic 
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system of government does not depend primarily upon fostering the competition 
between small élite groups whose activities are carried on in realms far removed 
from the observation or control of ordinary citizens, but upon creating and 
establishing the conditions in which a large majority of citizens, if not all citizens, 
can and do take part in deciding those social issues which vitally affect their 
individual lives — at work, in the local community, and in the nation — and in which 
the distinction between élites and masses is reduced to the smallest possible 
degree. Such a view implies, first, that opportunities to extend the scope of self- 
government should be assiduously sought, especially in the sphere of economic 
production, where some postwar experiments such as the Yugoslav self- 
management system, community development projects in India and many other 
countries, and cooperative enterprises sponsored by public authorities, for all the 
difficulties they have encountered, deserve serious attention; and secondly, that 
the present hindrances to full participation in the government of voluntary 
associations and quasi-governmental bodies, which arise in the main from 
differences of social class, and are apparent in the predominance of upper-class 
and middle-class individuals as officials of such organizations, should in some 
way be overcome. 


NOTES 


1 The theory of games was used most extensively, however, in the study of 
international conflicts, notably in the once fashionable ‘war-games’. Its uses in 
this field were critically examined by Aron (1966), in a concluding note on 
‘rational strategy’ and ‘reasonable politics’ (pp. 751-70). 

2 Aron (1950) says that ‘it is quite impossible for the government of a society to 
be in the hands of any but a few . . . there is government for the people; there is 
no government by the people’. 

3 Although he went on, somewhat inconsistently, to discuss the growth of equality 
and the reduction in the distance between élites and masses as factors in the 
development of modern democracy. 

4 See above, Chapter 3, and also Guttsman (1963, chap. 11), where it is shown 
how few individuals are enabled to take part in the formulation of national 
policies. In Britain there is a small group of ‘the good and the great’ — at most 
a few thousand people, drawn predominantly from the upper class in society — 
who participate in the work of advisory committees, Royal Commissions and 
similar public bodies. 

5 See, on these questions, Georges Friedmann (1956). 
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6 Eliot criticized the view that élites in modern societies can perform adequately 
the functions of earlier ruling classes without noticing that Mannheim himself 
had already formulated the criticism. In fact, Mannheim seems never to have 
reached a settled view of the place of élites in modern society. Sometimes he 
argued in favour of the competition between élites as a safeguard of democracy; 
at other times, he advocated rule by a single élite composed of the intellectuals; 
and finally he suggested that no élite, or group of élites, can ensure political 
stability unless it takes on the characteristics of a ruling class, possibly by 
association with an existing upper class, and becomes a hereditary and property- 
owning group. The only conception which Mannheim consistently excluded is 
that of a classless, egalitarian society. 


Chapter 7 
Equality or élites? 


Democracy, in one of its established meanings, implies that there should be a 
substantial degree of equality among human beings, both in the sense that all the 
adult members of a society ought to have, so far as is possible, an equal influence 
upon those decisions which affect important aspects of the life of the society, and 
in the sense that inequalities of wealth, of social rank, or of education and access 
to knowledge, should not be so considerable as to result in the permanent 
subordination of some individuals and groups to others in any of the various 
spheres of social life, or to create great inequalities in the actual exercise of political 
rights. The advocates of equality have never been concerned to claim anything so 
foolish as that individuals are exactly alike or equal in physique, intelligence, or 
character. They have based their case upon a variety of other considerations, 
among which there are three which have a particular importance. The first is that 
for all their individual idiosyncracies, human beings are remarkably alike in some 
fundamental respects: they have similar physical, emotional and intellectual needs. 
That is why there can be a science of nutrition, and in a less exact way, sciences of 
mental health and healing, and of the education of children. Furthermore, the range 
of variation in the qualities of individuals is relatively narrow, and there is a 
clustering about the middle of the range. If this were not so — if there were truly 
differences of kind, rather than of degree; if there were brute beasts at one extreme 
and angels or god-like beings at the other — then one of the factual supports of the 
egalitarian case would be removed. 

The second point is that the individual differences among human beings and 
the social distinctions between them are two separate things. 
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Long ago, Rousseau (1755, p. 160) made this important distinction: 


I conceive that there are two kinds of inequality among the human species; 
one, which I call natural or physical, because it is established by nature, and 
consists in a difference of age, health, bodily strength, and the qualities of the 
mind or of the soul: and another, which may be called moral or political 
inequality, because it depends upon a kind of convention, and is established, or 
at least authorized, by the consent of men. This latter consists of the different 
privileges, which some men enjoy to the prejudice of others; such as that of 
being more rich, more honoured, more powerful or even in a position to exact 


obedience. 


We cannot tell with any certainty how far these two kinds of inequality have been 
in correspondence in most of the societies which have existed up to modern times. 
The theory of the circulation of élites was intended in part to suggest that they 
were; that the most able individuals in every society succeeded in entering the 
élite, or in forming a new élite which in due course became pre-eminent. But we 
have seen earlier that the historical evidence produced in support of this thesis is 
quite inconclusive, and that the more abundant evidence available in the case of 
modern societies (which are generally regarded as displaying an exceptional degree 
of social mobility) does not confirm it. The major inequalities in society are in the 
main social products, created and maintained by the institutions of property and 
inheritance, of political and military power, and supported by particular beliefs 
and doctrines, even though they are never entirely resistant to the desire of 
ambitious individuals to climb the social ladder. 

These considerations lead on to the third point which I have to make about the 
character of the egalitarian arguments. If neither inequality nor equality is a natural 
phenomenon, which has simply to be accepted, the advocacy of one or the other 
does not consist in the presentation of a scientific argument based wholly upon 
matters of fact, but in the formulation of a moral and social ideal. We can opt for 
equality, and although in so doing we have to pay attention to matters of fact 
which bear upon the practicability of the ideal and upon the means appropriate 
for attaining it, the ultimate justification for our option is not itself any matter of 


fact but a reasoned claim that the pursuit of equality is likely to create a more 
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admirable society. In using the term ‘we’ I mean to refer particularly to people 
living in the societies of the twentieth century; for it was difficult in any earlier age 
to form a practical conception of a stable and durable egalitarian form of society, 
given the insecurity of economic life, the absence of effective means of 
communication, the inadequacy of education, and the lack of knowledge about 
social structure and individual character. The twentieth century is unique in offering 
for the first time the opportunity and the means to fashion social life according to 
human desires; and it is both hopeful and terrible for that reason. 

It is not my purpose here to set out the moral case for equality,' but rather to 
consider the social and political problems which beset the pursuit of equality, and 
the criticisms, other than moral objections, which the élite theories bring against 
it. It will be convenient to begin by examining Marx’s conception of a ‘classless 
society’, both because it presents the ideal of equality in a form which became 
more widely accepted than any other in the modern world, and because it was the 
principal source from which, by opposition, the élite theories themselves arose. 
Everyone knows that Marx did not write a blueprint for the socialist society 
which he envisaged and desired;? nevertheless, it is unmistakably clear from those 
of his writings which refer to the future socialist society what he regarded, in 
broad outline, as its distinctive features. Marx’s sketch of this classless society 
incorporates moral, sociological and historical elements. The moral aspect is treated 
most fully in some of his early manuscripts, and particularly in the Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, but it is by no means neglected in his later 
writings.’ From this aspect a classless society is defined as one in which individuals 
would exercise a much greater, and more equal, control over their destinies; would 
be liberated from the tyranny of their own creations such as the state and 
bureaucracy, capital and technology; would be productive rather than acquisitive; 
would find pleasure and support in their social cooperation with others rather 
than antagonism and bitterness in the competition with them. Marx did not 
always express himself with the same optimism about the possibility of attaining 
this condition of society,‘ but he never ceased to regard it as the ideal. His notion 
of what would constitute self-determination for the individual was expressed in a 
variety of ways. In the first place, the individual had to be freed from determination 
by his class or occupation; as Marx wrote in German Ideology (1845-6): 
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the communal relationship into which the individuals of a class entered, and 
which was determined by their common interests over against a third party, 
was always a community to which these individuals belonged only as average 
individuals, only in so far as they lived within the conditions of existence of 
their class. It was a relationship in which they participated not as individuals 
but as members of a class. But with the community of revolutionary 
proletarians, who establish their control over the conditions of existence of 
themselves and the other members of society, it is just the reverse; the individuals 
participate as individuals. It is just this combination of individuals (assuming, 
of course, the advanced level of modern productive forces) which brings the 
conditions for the free development and activity of individuals under their 
own control; conditions which were formerly abandoned to chance and which 


had acquired an independent existence over against the separate individuals. 


Secondly, the individual had to be freed from domination by a remote, inaccessible 
and unaccountable government and administration, and to participate as fully as 
possible in deciding issues of general social importance. Marx held up as a practical 
instance of such participation the Paris Commune, in which the functions of 
government were undertaken by municipal councillors, chosen by universal 
suffrage, responsible and revocable at short term, and in which all public functions 
from those of the members of the Commune downwards were performed at 
workmen’s wages. 

The sociological element in Marx’s conception is to be found in his assertion 
that the principle of inequality is embodied in the institutions of social class — the 
division between owners of the means of production and non-owners — and more 
fundamentally in the division of labour in society, especially the division between 
manual and intellectual work. It follows that equality is to be attained by the 
abolition of classes, which will entail the suppression of the division of labour. 
Marx always insisted strongly upon this last condition. In German Ideology he 


expressed it in a somewhat romantic form: 


as soon as the division of labour begins, each man has a particular, exclusive 


sphere of activity, which is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape. 
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He is a hunter, a fisherman, a shepherd, or a critical critic, and must remain so 
if he does not want to lose his means of livelihood; whereas in communist 
society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but each can become 
accomplished in any branch he wishes, production as a whole is regulated by 
society, thus making it possible for me to do one thing today and another 
tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the 
evening, criticize after dinner, in accordance with my inclination, without ever 


becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic. 


Later, however, in the first volume of Capital (1867), he conveyed the same idea 


in more realistic terms: 


the detail-worker of today, the limited individual, the mere bearer of a particular 
social function, will be replaced by the fully developed individual, for whom 
the different social functions he performs are but so many alternative modes of 
activity. One step already spontaneously taken towards effecting this revolution 
is the establishment of technical and agricultural schools, and of écoles 
d’enseignement professionel, in which the children of the workingmen receive 
some instruction in technology and in the practical handling of the various 
implements of labour . . . There can be no doubt that when the working class 
comes into power .. . technical instruction, both theoretical and practical, will 


take its proper place in the working class schools. 


Marx’s argument, therefore, is directed just as much against the idea of functional 
élites — even élites recruited solely on the basis of merit — as against the idea of 
classes. The division of labour, and above all the division between those who 
think and plan and those who merely perform the necessary routine labour, 
continually recreates the class system; and it confines individuals within a sphere 
of life which they have not chosen for themselves and in which they cannot 
acquire the means to develop all their faculties. 

The historical element in this conception has two aspects. First, Marx presents 
a historical scheme, applicable mainly within the area of Western civilization, in 
which the forms of domination and servitude — master and slave, feudal lord and 


serf, industrial capitalist and worker — constitute a series which is distinguished 
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by an increasing awareness of the contrast between a person’s qualities as an 


individual and his or her qualities as a member of a social category: 


in the course of historical development . . . there emerges a distinction between 
the personal life of the individual and his life as it is determined by some 
branch of labour and the conditions pertaining to it . . . Ina system of estates 
(and still more in the tribe) this is still concealed: for instance, a nobleman is 
always a nobleman, a commoner always a commoner, irrespective of his other 
relationships, a quality inseparable from his individuality. The distinction 
between the personal and the class individual, the accidental nature of conditions 
of life for the individual, appears only with the emergence of class, which itself 
is a product of the bourgeoisie . . . The contradiction between the personality 
of the individual proletarian and the condition of life imposed on him, his 
labour, becomes evident to himself, for he is sacrificed from his youth onwards 
and has no opportunity of achieving within his own class the conditions which 
would place him in another class. 

(Marx and Engels 1845-6) 


To this series Marx added a further term, the classless society of the future in 
which there would no longer be any sharp contrast between the personal qualities 
of the individual and the conditions of his or her social life, in which all individuals 
would be able to develop their faculties to the fullest extent and would experience 
limitation only as natural beings who are obliged to produce their material means 
of existence and are mortal. 

Secondly, Marx regards the classless society as a form of society which is only 
conceivable, and can only be achieved, at the historical moment when capitalism 
attains its fullest development, because the consummation of capitalism produces 
for the first time a subject class — the proletariat — which contains within itself no 
elements of further social differentiation. When the proletariat has been liberated 
by the expropriation of the capitalist owners of industry it will create new social 
institutions which will express its own homogeneity and solidarity and preclude 
the formation of new privileged groups in society. 

Few modern advocates of equality would dissent from Marx’s moral ideal of 
the classless society; but they would undoubtedly question some of the sociological 
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and historical arguments with which he explained the manner of its advent and 
defined its characteristics. They would object still more to what used to be the 
‘orthodox’ or ‘official’ Marxist interpretation (now happily defunct) of the classless 
society, which reduced the concept to little more than a technical expression 
describing a state of affairs in which there is no significant private ownership of 
means of production. One major objection to Marx’s own account must be that it 
portrays the attainment of a classless society — of genuine equality and liberty — 
as a once-for-all affair: at one moment human beings are living in the egoistic, 
acquisitive, conflict-ridden world of capitalism; at the next, prehistory has come 
to an end and they are engaged in creating the new institutions of a classless 
society. This is not quite fair to Marx inasmuch as he allows for a period of 
transition between capitalism and socialism — described occasionally by that 
phrase of ill-omen ‘the dictatorship of the proletariat’ — and for stages of 
development towards the ‘higher phase of communist society’ (Marx 1875). But 
it is fair in the sense that Marx never for a moment considers the possibility that 
under certain circumstances new social distinctions and a new ruling class might 
emerge in the society which succeeds capitalism; for example, from the dictatorship 
of the proletariat itself, which is so easily transformed into the tyranny of a party. 
This is a point of weakness in the Marxist doctrine which the élite theorists, and 
notably Michels (1911), attacked so successfully; and a new cogency was given 
to their criticisms by the bitter experience of the USSR and the East European 
countries under Stalin’s rule. Thus, Aron (1950) described the classless society in 


the following terms: 


There is still, however, in such a society, a small number of men who in 
practice run the industrial undertakings, command the army, decide what 
proportion of the national resources should be allocated to saving and investment 
and fix scales of remuneration. This minority has infinitely more power than 
the political rulers in a democratic society, because both political and economic 
power are concentrated in their hands . . . Politicians, trade union leaders, 
public officials, generals and managers all belong to one party and are part of an 
authoritarian organization. The unified élite has absolute and unbounded power. 
All intermediate bodies, all individual groupings, and particularly professional 
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groups, are in fact controlled by delegates of the élite, or, if you prefer it, 
representatives of the State . . . A classless society leaves the mass of the 
population without any possible means of defence against the élite. 


Aron then considers an objection to this account, namely that the idea of a 
classless society is being confused with a more or less accurate picture of Soviet 
society, and he admits that 


a different type of classless society is in theory possible. In present conditions, 
however, other types of classless society are extremely unlikely. In order to 
avoid a monopoly of power in the hands of the group of men in control of the 
state, it would be necessary to restore a large number of centres of power; the 
various undertakings or trusts should become the property of those working 
in them, of local or trade union communities, instead of the centralized state. 
At the present time such decentralization is unlikely to come about, for 
psychological and technical reasons . . . It is possible to conceive also that the 
élite in power might not constitute a sort of religious and military sect and 
might be organized as a democratic party. There again, however, the idea which 
is possible in theory is extremely unlikely in practice . . . Even more, the 
ideological monopoly preserved by the élite in power seems to me to correspond 
to an inherent requirement in such a regime . . . In short, the unification of the 
élite is inseparable from the concentration of all economic and political power 
in its hands and that concentration is itself inseparable from the planning of an 
entirely collectivized economy. 

(ibid., pp. 131-2) 


Is it possible to meet these objections and to formulate in a more acceptable 
way the ideal of an egalitarian society? Let us note, first, some important 
resemblances between the classless society in the USSR as it was described by 
Aron, and the mass society which Mills (1956, p. 304) portrayed as developing 
in the USA. In a mass society, which Mills contrasts with a democratic ‘society 
of publics’: 


(1) far fewer people express opinions than receive them; for the community of 
publics becomes an abstract collection of individuals who receive impressions 
from the mass media. (2) The communications that prevail are so organized 
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that it is difficult or impossible for the individual to answer back immediately 
or with any effect. (3) The realization of opinion in action is controlled by 
authorities who organize and control the channels of such action. (4) The mass 
has no autonomy from institutions; on the contrary, agents of authorized 
institutions penetrate this mass, reducing any autonomy it may have in the 


formation of opinion by discussion. 


Among the most important structural characteristics of both the classless society 
and the mass society are the decline or disappearance of intermediate organizations 
— voluntary associations small enough for the individual to have an effective say 
in their activities — and the increasing distance between the leaders and the masses 
in all types of organization. It is obvious that these characteristics are very much 
more pronounced in the Soviet-type societies than in the Western countries, 
where there is no political or legal bar to the formation of associations, and where 
open as well as hidden competition for the allegiance of the citizens takes place 
between the large organizations; but there are also some common features which 
have been produced by more general causes, among them the growth in size and 
power of organizations, and notably the multinational corporations, made possible 
by technological advances (in production, communication, etc.), the increasing 
influence and control exercised by the state over economic production, irrespective 
of the type of economy, which was determined very largely by the massive 
production of war materials, and the international rivalry between nations organized 
on a semi-war footing, which is favourable to the growth of centralized and 
authoritarian political leadership. 

Not all of these adverse influences can be combated effectively within the 
limits of a single society; they also call for changes in the relations between 
nations. Those problems which can be dealt with on a national level arise very 
largely from the size and complexity of organizations and from the authoritarian 
tendencies implicit in highly centralized economic planning. The attempt to solve 
them has to proceed along several different lines, some of which have been indicated 
in the previous chapter — the greatest possible decentralization of political authority 
by the transfer of responsibility for decisions, wherever feasible, to local and 


regional councils and to voluntary associations, and the extension of self- 
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government to the economic field by the creation of appropriate new institutions, 
such as a system of self-management. The danger that a new ruling class of 
political bosses and industrial managers will be formed in a socialized economy 
can be met, not only by the introduction of self-government in the enterprise, but 
also by limiting the scope of collective ownership. It does not seem to me at all 
necessary to the attainment of an egalitarian society that all small- and medium- 
scale manufacturing, semi-artisan production, agriculture, retail trading and the 
provision of services of diverse kinds should be absorbed into large publicly 
owned enterprises and agencies. At the least, this should be treated as a practical 
question, and any propensity of such private economic activities to engender new 
social classes and new systematic inequalities should be analysed in the light of 
experience. Similarly, the dangers of an intellectual dictatorship can be met by 
giving a large degree of autonomy to educational and cultural organizations. 

In the intellectual sphere it is particularly important that there should be 
independent associations which compete with each other; not only in the case of 
sound and television broadcasting and the press, but also in book publishing and 
in scientific research. But this requirement is quite compatible with some degree 
of public ownership. The associations could well be owned or effectively controlled 
by their members, while being supported to a large extent by public funds and 
subject to general regulation by a national authority. This is already the situation 
of universities in most Western countries, although there has been a marked 
tendency since the early 1980s to subject them to greater government regulation, 
especially in Britain. The same principle can be applied also to the operation of 
industry and commerce. The individual enterprises may be owned and most of 
their policies decided upon by those who work in them, and they may compete 
with each other in respect of price and quality at least as effectively as privately 
owned enterprises do — or are supposed to do — while being subject to controls of 
various kinds in the interests of a national economic plan. The achievements of a 
system of this kind, which combines public ownership with a form of market 
economy, such as existed in Yugoslavia until the 1980s, show that although there 
are many practical difficulties this is a viable form of economic organization and 


no longer simply a Utopian dream. There does not seem to be any reason for 
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supposing that in advanced industrial societies, which do not have to engage in the 
arduous business of primary capital accumulation, the control of the economy as 
a whole by a central planning authority need be any more rigorous or authoritarian 
under a system of public ownership such as that which I have outlined than under 
a private enterprise system; for in both cases there will be very similar problems 
to be faced and similar techniques can be employed. In France, for example, the 
postwar economic planners had very considerable powers and they were not 
subject to any close control by the elected representatives of the people. 

These considerations are sufficient, I think, to cast serious doubt upon Aron’s 
assertion that it would be impossible to achieve, in a socialized economy, a 
genuine decentralization of power, or to escape intellectual and cultural uniformity. 
It is true, of course, that even in a classless society which had carried decentralization 
very far, and in which numerous independent associations flourished, there would 
have to exist some fundamental agreement among the members of society upon 
the general features of its organization. But this must be the case in any society 
which is to endure, and as we have seen, those who regard democracy as being 
sustained by a plurality of competing élites still introduce the qualification that 
the competition must not be pushed to extremes and that there must be an 
underlying consensus of opinion. The hope of those who advocate equality is 
that the experience of living in a society which was drawing rapidly closer to this 
ideal would gradually persuade individuals of its value. If this occurred, there 
would still remain all manner of intellectual disagreements and of choices as to a 
personal way of life, but there would be general agreement upon the desirability 
of social equality and opposition to those inequalities which produce and maintain 
lasting distinctions between whole categories of people. 

Let me now return to another problem which is posed by Marx’s conception 
of a classless society. According to Marx, the division of labour is not only in 
itself an impediment to the full development of each individual, a form of bondage, 
but is also the source from which arise the major social classes, which establish 
still more obdurate limitations of human freedom. The division of labour has, 
therefore, to be ‘overcome’: that is, abolished and transcended. But does it make 
sense to speak of ‘abolishing’ the division of labour in a modern industrial society? 
At first sight the problem seems more intractable now than in Marx’s own day, 
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for the specialization of occupations, including intellectual occupations, has 
proceeded rapidly, and in the sphere of industrial mass production the subdivision 
of tasks has reached a point where the individual worker appears more and more 
as an adjunct to the machine, whose daily work is confined to the performance of 
a few simple, thoughtless and repetitive movements. Nevertheless, there have 
been other changes in work, and a new range of possibilities can now be seen, 
which make Marx’s vision of the future a great deal more plausible. First, there 
have been changes in the nature of occupations, brought about especially by the 
development of automation. The effect of automation is to eliminate large numbers 
of workers on the assembly line and to replace them by more educated and 
responsible individuals whose function is to supervise very complicated chains 
of production which are controlled in detail by machines. At present these changes 
affect only a small part of industry, but they will become increasingly important. 
Secondly, the high productivity of modern industry has already made possible a 
reduction of working hours, and its accelerating rate of growth will bring within 
the capacity of all the advanced industrial countries, in the next decade or two, the 
establishment of a working week of some twenty-five or thirty hours. These 
countries are about to produce a new and revolutionary phenomenon: namely, a 
‘leisure class’ which comprises the whole population.°Thirdly, if there were 
introduced in publicly owned industries the kind of self-management which I 
discussed earlier, and if this type of public ownership were established in all large 
enterprises, the range of the work activities of manual and clerical workers could 
be considerably extended. The individual worker would no longer be confined 
within a specialized task, but would also take part in the planning and management 
of production. 

Together, these various changes in the organization of working life would 
modify profoundly the meaning of the division of labour. Individuals with abundant 
leisure would have the opportunity, as Marx believed, to engage in more than one 
activity, to express themselves in diverse fields of endeavour, both physical and 
intellectual; and even as economic producers they would find more occasion to 
develop all-round abilities by participating in the work of management and by 
learning something of the science and technology upon which the operations of 
industry are based. The division of labour would become more evidently a technique 
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which human beings need to use in producing their means of life, but which they 
must also control; it would no longer shape and constrict the whole of their lives, 
turning one person irrevocably into a worker on the assembly line, another into a 
clerk, and a third into a tycoon. Such changes imply, and they are already beginning 
to produce, a great expansion of education in all its forms — an extension of the 
period of universal secondary education, higher education for a large proportion 
of those between the ages of 18 and 21, adult education on a growing scale, with 
special facilities for those who decide at a mature age to prepare themselves for a 
new occupation — and more lavish public provision of facilities for sport and 
recreation. Perhaps I may conclude this discussion, and at the same time illustrate 
how slowly new and radical ideas make their way in the world, by quoting from 
one of the most eminent of British economists, whose vision of the role of labour 
in a future society seems quite close to that of Marx. Alfred Marshall, in an essay 
on ‘The future of the working classes’ (1873, pp. 101-18), wrote: 


That men do habitually sustain hard corporeal work for eight, ten or twelve 
hours a day, is a fact so familiar to us that we scarcely realize the extent to 
which it governs the moral and mental history of the world; we scarcely realize 
how subtle, all-pervading and powerful may be the effect of the work of man’s 
body in dwarfing the growth of the man . . . Work, in its best sense, the healthy 
energetic exercise of faculties, is the aim of life, is life itself; and in this sense 
every one [in the ideal society which Marshall conceives] would be a worker 
more completely than now. But men would have ceased to carry on mere 
physical work to such an extent as to dull their higher energies. In the bad 
sense, in which work crushes a man’s life, it would be regarded as wrong. The 
active vigour of the people would continually increase; and in each successive 
generation it would be more completely true that every man was by occupation 
a gentleman . . . that condition which we have pictured . . . a condition in which 
every man’s energies and abilities will be fully developed — a condition in 
which men will work not less than they do now but more; only, to use a good 
old phrase, most of their work will be a work of love; it will be a work which, 
whether conducted for payment or not, will exercise and nurture their faculties. 


Manual work, carried to such an excess that it leaves little opportunity for the 
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free growth of his higher nature, that alone will be absent. In so far as the 
working classes are men who have such excessive work to do, in so far will the 


working classes have been abolished. 


So far I have considered mainly those objections to the idea of a classless, 
egalitarian society which take as their principal theme the dangers of intellectual 
tyranny and political dictatorship. There is, however, another important line of 
criticism which brings to light a different aspect of the problem of élites. It has 
often been maintained, in one form or another, that the advancement of civilization 
has depended, and does always depend, upon the activities of small minorities of 
exceptionally gifted people. Ortega y Gasset (1930, p. 49) made such a claim: 


As one advances in life, one realizes more and more that the majority of men — 
and of women — are incapable of any other effort than that strictly imposed on 
them as a reaction to external compulsion. And for that reason, the few 
individuals we have come across who are capable of a spontaneous and joyous 
effort stand out isolated, monumentalized, so to speak, in our experience. 
These are the select men, the nobles, the only ones who are active and not 
merely reactive, for whom life is a perpetual striving, an incessant course of 


training. 


Ina similar manner, Clive Bell (1928) argued that a civilized society is characterized 
by reasonableness and a sense of values, and that these qualities can be produced, 
implanted and sustained only by an élite. Now some part of what is asserted by 
these writers is undoubtedly true: namely, that civilization has sometimes been 
greatly advanced by the work of exceptional individuals — though it has also been 
greatly retarded on many occasions by the activities of other notable ‘leaders and 
teachers’ of humanity. But this is not to say that people of the former kind, with 
their associates or followers, form a social élite, still less that they are in the 
majority of cases a ruling élite. They may have little social prestige, or be treated 
with active disdain by the rulers of society; they may be dependent financially 
upon the patronage of an upper class, without forming part of it. Their contribution 
to society is of an individual kind, not ordinarily dependent upon the formation of 
a distinctive social group; very often it is more strongly affected by the support 
and enthusiasm which their work calls forth in a whole population (as in fifth- 
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century Athens) or in a whole class (as in Renaissance Italy or in eighteenth- 
century France). Exceptional individuals might perhaps be regarded as forming an 
élite in the first of the senses which Pareto gave to the term — namely, the category 
of those who have the highest ability in their branch of activity — except that in 
this sense many activities which have little or nothing to do with the advance of 
civilization would be included, and that the élites so defined would be made up of 
talented individuals rather than of those who have exceptional creative powers. It 
would really be better to use some other term; for example, the term ‘creative 
minority’, which Arnold Toynbee (1934—61, vol. 3, p. 239) seemed to be using to 
refer, not to an élite group, but to a simple plurality of individuals, when he 
observed that: ‘In all acts of social creation the creators are either creative individuals 
or, at most, creative minorities.’ 

Those who attempt to defend the élite doctrines by referring to the importance 
of intellectual and artistic creativity commit two errors: first, they neglect the 
vital interplay between creative individuals and the society in which they live — 
which is perhaps most evident in the case of scientific work, but is also to be 
traced in the history of painting or architecture, in literature, in religious movements 
and in moral reforms — and secondly, they assume that such individuals associate 
together as an élite or élites which can exist only in a hierarchically ordered 
society, and which can exist best in a society divided into stable and enduring 
classes. In this last conception, as it is expressed, for example, by T.S. Eliot 
(1948), the subject of discussion is apt to change from the creation of culture to 
the transmission of culture. In Eliot’s view there are, in every complex society, a 
number of levels of culture; it is important for the health of society that these 
different levels should be related to each other, but also that they should remain 
distinct, and that the manners and taste of society as a whole should be influenced 
by the highest culture. This can happen only, since culture is transmitted primarily 
through the family, if there exists an upper class composed of families which are 
able to maintain over several generations a settled way of life. Eliot admits that the 
existence of an upper class does not guarantee a high culture: ‘the “conditions of 
culture” which I set forth do not necessarily produce the higher civilization: I 


assert only that when they are absent, the higher civilization is unlikely to be 


116 Elites and society 


found’ (p. 49). Nevertheless, it may be found. We have as yet no direct experience 
of the way of life of an egalitarian society, and we can do no more than estimate 
the probability of its being able to create and preserve a high level of culture. 
Creation is an individual act, but it is facilitated by a general enthusiasm and 
liveliness in society at large, and we may reasonably expect that an egalitarian 
society, in which leisure was widespread and individuals were encouraged to 
develop their talents, would be at least as creative as those which accomplished 
great things in earlier periods when the economic conditions and the class structure 
of society were being rapidly transformed. 

As to the conservation and transmission of a high culture, we may well dissent 
from the view that it has been, and must be, primarily the work of the family. In 
the past, many other social groups — religious associations, philosophical schools, 
academies — have been at least as important as the family in transmitting culture; 
the family, i.e. the families of the upper class in society, have usually passed on, 
if they have passed on at all, something that has been conserved and kept alive 
elsewhere, by associations which enjoyed no great stability of membership from 
generation to generation. In a classless society the distance between high culture 
and lower types of culture would be less great, while regional and local diversity 
might become more pronounced; and the cultural heritage would be handed on, 
even more than in the past, by educational institutions and voluntary associations 
of every kind, and less than formerly by particular families. It is possible, too, 
that the conservation of culture, which is bound up inextricably in present-day 
societies with the maintenance of class privileges, would be less strongly 
emphasized — or at least change its aspect — and come to be taken much more for 
granted; while the power to create new forms of culture, to make new discoveries 
in the arts and sciences, would be more highly regarded and encouraged. 

The theorists of élites defend, by these various means, the legacy from the 
inegalitarian societies of the past, while making concessions to the spirit of equality. 
They insist strongly upon an absolute distinction between rulers and ruled, which 
they present as a scientific law, but they reconcile democracy with this state of 
affairs by defining it as competition between élites. They accept and justify the 
division of society into classes, but endeavour to make this division more palatable 


by describing the upper classes as élites, and by suggesting that the élites are 
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composed of the most able individuals, regardless of their social origins. Their 
case depends, to a large extent, upon substituting for the idea of equality the idea 
of equality of opportunity. But this latter notion, besides having quite a different 
moral significance, is actually self-contradictory. Equality of opportunity, as the 
expression is habitually used, presupposes inequality, since ‘opportunity’ means 
‘the opportunity to rise to a higher level in a stratified society’. At the same time, 
it presupposes equality, for it implies that the inequalities embedded in this 
stratified society have to be counteracted in every generation so that individuals 
can really develop their personal abilities; and every investigation of the conditions 
for equality of opportunity, for example in the sphere of education, has shown 
how strong and pervasive is the influence upon individual life-chances of the 
entrenched distinctions of social class. Equality of opportunity would become a 
reality only in a society without classes or élites, and the notion itself would then 
be otiose, for the equal life-chances of individuals in each new generation would be 
matters of fact, and the idea of opportunity would signify, not the struggle to rise 
into a higher social class, but the possibility for each individual to develop fully 
those qualities of intellect and sensibility which he or she has as a person, in an 


unconstrained association with others. 


NOTES 


1 It is admirably expounded in R.H. Tawney’s book Equality (1952). 

2 Surprisingly, this is often held against him, instead of being regarded as a mark of 
wisdom, and of profound faith in the creative capacities of human beings which 
were manifest even within the constraints of class societies and would be so 
much more easily made effective when those constraints were removed. 

3 See, for example, his discussion in Capital, vol. I (1867), of the means to 
overcome the harmful effects of the division of labour, and in Capital, vol. III 
(1894), of the conditions of human freedom; his praise of the Paris Commune 
for its institution of genuinely democratic self-government, in The Civil War in 
France (1871); and his comments upon the programme of the Socialist Workers’ 
Party of Germany in Critique of the Gotha Programme (1875). 

4 For instance, in the passage on human freedom in Capital, vol. IN (1894), chap. 
48, Marx declared that the sphere of economic production is a realm of necessity 
‘under any possible mode of production’; and ‘The realm of freedom only 
begins, in fact, where that labour which is determined by need and external 
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purpose, ceases; it is therefore, by its very nature, outside the sphere of material 
production proper.’ 
5 The division of labour and the growth of leisure are examined at length from a 
point of view which is very similar to my own in Georges Friedmann (1956). 
6 However, in his concluding volume, in which he reconsiders his work, Toynbee 


approaches more closely the élite theories in saying: 


By a creative minority I mean a ruling minority in which the creative faculty 
in human nature finds opportunities for expressing itself in effective action 
for the benefit of all participants in the society . . . By a dominant minority 
I mean a ruling minority that rules less by attraction and more by force. 
(vol. 12, p. 305). 


Chapter 8 
Into the millennium 


Many of those who were active in the radical movements of the 1960s were 
inspired by millennial hopes and dreams, most fervently expressed in the ‘Port 
Huron Statement’ of Students for a Democratic Society (Jacobs and Landau 1966, 
pp. 149-62) with its emphasis on participatory democracy, creative work, a 
socially regulated economy and the development of non-violent relationships 
within and between nations. But the millennium we are actually about to enter has 
a much harsher complexion. The world economy is dominated by 500 of the 
largest multinational corporations, by the nation states in which they have their 
headquarters, and by those institutions of world capitalism such as the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund which determine and regulate economic 
development on a global scale. These economic forces, which have concentrated 
the wealth of the planet to an unprecedented degree, have also impoverished a 
large part of the Third World of ‘developing countries’ and caused massive damage 
to the natural environment. The advanced (or relatively advanced) industrial 
countries, with at most 25 per cent of the world’s population, consume 80 per 
cent of its energy resources and receive 85 per cent of total world income, while 
in the poorer countries 2,000 million people live in abject poverty or starve. 
Within the rich nations themselves there are great inequalities between a wealthy 
upper class and its affiliated élites, and those who live in relative, and sometimes 
extreme, poverty (by the average standards of their society), whose numbers 
have been increasing steadily since the end of the 1970s as unemployment has 


grown in conditions of worsening economic depression. 
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The circumstances in which humanity approaches the new millennium have 
many different aspects. In a very broad context we should consider the possibility 
that the human race, as a result of the cumulative destruction of the natural 
environment, will not survive far beyond the end of the twenty-first century, or 
will survive only in more primitive social forms; and the probability that in the 
shorter term there will be increasingly violent conflict — between North and 
South, among old and new nation states, and within individual states — as the 
struggle for resources and economic growth intensifies and the disintegration of 
society proceeds. Here, however, I am primarily concerned — although the various 
issues are connected — with an analysis of the role of upper classes and élites in 
the process of economic and social development (and decay) over the past three 
decades and for the medium-term future. What is clear initially is that since the 
1970s the dominance of these classes and élites has been consolidated and 
reinforced, as a result of several factors. First, the power and influence of 
multinational corporations has greatly increased. Secondly, a change of political 
mood in the industrial countries favoured, and was then in turn strengthened by, 
the emergence of doctrines of the ‘New Right’ which proclaimed the superiority 
of free-market economies with minimal government intervention, lauded the role 
of the business élite, asserted an extreme individualism, and accepted or even 
welcomed a gross commercialization of social life and the growth of inequality. 
These changes in the industrial countries were then transmitted to the developing 
countries, as I have indicated in Chapter 5 above, by the various international 
agencies of world capitalism, resulting in the creation of Third World élites largely 
committed to Western economic models and interests. Thirdly, the collapse of the 
Communist regimes in Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s was presented in 
the mass media, which are now predominantly owned by capitalist interests, as 
vindicating the claims of the free-marketeers, and the latter were quick to purvey 
their nostrums to the confused and insecure new regimes. As a result the countries 
of Eastern Europe, having rid themselves of the Communist dictatorships, 
embarked on the re-establishment of a capitalist economy — in some cases in an 
extreme laissez-faire form — rather than undertaking the kind of democratic socialist 
reconstruction of society which was the alternative option. In Eastern Europe, 


consequently, new upper classes and élites similar to those in the advanced industrial 
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countries are being formed, but in conditions of widespread impoverishment, 
chaos and conflict which resemble in some respects those of the Third World. 

The present dominance of capitalism, and the revival of élitism, should not, 
however, be regarded as having been definitively and securely established. Far 
from it. The capitalist industrial countries themselves are experiencing a severe 
crisis, in which there are both short-term and longer-term conditioning factors. 
The short-term prospect is one of continuing economic depression, large-scale 
unemployment and increasing poverty for the bottom 20 or 25 per cent of the 
population, for which no remedy has been convincingly outlined or implemented, 
although there are plenty of bland assurances of imminent recovery by sundry 
élite personages. If we were to adopt a business cycle schema such as that of 
Schumpeter (1939), based on the Kondratiev ‘long waves’, we should have to say 
that the present conditions are those of the depressive phase of the cycle, and that 
the onset of a new expansionary phase depends upon new technological advances 
and the subsequent innovating activity of a swarm of entrepreneurs (who, 
according to Schumpeter’s later views, may be individuals, but more probably 
will be either private or public corporations).' But there is little indication at 
present that new inventions on a par with railways, motor cars, or computers will 
provide the required impetus in the near future. Furthermore, the upturn in the 
economic cycle, and the general trend of economic growth, was strongly influenced 
in the past by factors external to the economy, and notably by population growth 
and war. The present growth of world population, however, is taking place mainly 
in Third World countries which are too poor and burdened with foreign debts to 
provide major markets for consumer or investment goods; while in the industrial 
countries populations are for the most part either stationary or beginning to 
decline. War and preparations for war also played an important part in past 
recoveries from depression, and notably in the 1930s, but the end of the ‘cold 
war’ and the general reduction of military expenditure in the industrial countries — 
even though they continue to supply the weapons for many local wars — means 
that this is not likely to be a significant ‘expansionary’ factor in the foreseeable 
future. Ironically, it seems that the ‘collapse of Communism’ may be followed by 
the ‘collapse of capitalism’. 

There are also some more general considerations to be taken into account. 
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Insofar as capitalism requires continuous economic growth,” even though interrupted 
by periodic crises, its further development may now be more severely constrained 
by the limits to natural resources; and in recent years strong ecology movements 
and parties have entered political life, advocating economic policies which are 
essentially opposed to the spirit of capitalism. On the other side, the period of 
most rapid and sustained postwar economic growth, from 1950-73, which 
Maddison (1982, pp. 96-7) called the ‘golden age’, was characterized in Western 
Europe, and in differing degrees elsewhere, by greatly increased government 
intervention in the economy, some economic planning and a limited movement 
towards more equal economic and social conditions, particularly as a result of full 
employment and improved social services. Since the later 1970s this movement 
has been reversed in many countries, but the reversal itself now encounters growing 
criticism and opposition. 

What effect, then, have the economic and social convulsions of the past three 
decades had upon the élite doctrines and the responses to them? From a recent 
study of Mosca’s thought and the élitist theories (Albertoni 1987) two main 
themes emerge. One is the possibility of interpreting Mosca’s ideas in a more 
liberal and democratic sense (Albertoni 1987, pp. 135-40), especially in the light 
of his later writings and his criticism of the Fascist regime in Italy. Thus, in a letter 
of 1934 replying to some comments by his friend Guglielmo Ferrero he expressed 
the view that the root of political wrongs lies in the greatest anomaly of the 
modern world — the contradiction between political equality and economic 
inequality? — which remains innocuous only in periods and countries of general 
prosperity; and at the end of his Storia delle dottrine politiche (1937) he advocated 


“mixed regimes’ in which 


neither the autocratic nor the liberal system is totally predominant and there is 
a slow but continual renewal of the political class . . . What is needed is the 
multiplicity and balance of ruling forces that is found only in a very advanced 
society. 

(Albertoni 1987, p. 101) 


From this aspect Mosca’s later views can be seen as proposing a reconciliation of 
élite rule with democracy, such as Schumpeter and Mannheim in different ways 
also attempted (see Chapter 6 above). But the full implications of the ‘great 
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anomaly’ of political equality and economic inequality remain unexamined in his 
work, and the question of the relation between élites and classes remains unresolved. 
This constitutes, therefore, a second major theme of recent discussion. 

One important contribution to the debate is the study by T. H. Marshall 
(1950) which, although it was not directly concerned with élites, nevertheless 
formulated the central issues with great clarity. Marshall conceived democracy as 
a growth of citizenship — a progressive extension of civil, political and social 
rights — and noted that democracy in this sense embodied a principle of equality 
which is in conflict with (‘at war with’) the capitalist class system (ibid., p. 18). 
This idea of citizenship has been enormously influential, particularly in the last 
decade, and I shall discuss some of its ramifications later. First, however, let us 
examine more closely the problem of the relation between élites and classes. 
Albertoni (1987) discusses several postwar ‘neo-élitist’ doctrines, giving particular 
attention to Schumpeter (ibid., pp. 160-1), but concludes that in spite of the 
efforts to integrate élite conceptions with liberal-democratic and pluralist currents 
of thought in Western societies, they have ‘failed to link up actively and definitively 
with both the fixed values which have always existed and inspired political action, 
and with the various social and economic interests that form the no less important 
programmatic aspects of such values’ (ibid., p. 163). He also observes that the 
changes in the élitist doctrines ‘show the ideological and doctrinal effects of the 
widespread influence and popularity of socialism, in the broadest sense of the 
term... Welfare-statism . . . is a doctrine and practice particularly significant in 
this respect’ (ibid., p. 161). 

It is evident from most of the recent contributions that what is being discussed 
is the political élite — that is to say, Mosca’s ‘governing élite’ or more broadly his 
‘political class’ — and this clarifies two essential issues. First, the more general 
concept of élites has become redundant, or at any rate has fallen into disuse. In the 
modern industrial countries there are numerous important ‘functional élites’ — 
scientists, technologists, managers, administrators, teachers and so on, and also, 
insofar as these countries are creating a civilization rather than merely a 
commercialized mass consumption society, artists and intellectuals — but there is 
no particular reason for referring to them as ‘élites’ at all. They are simply functional 
(largely occupational) groups within the social division of labour, whose members 
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differ greatly in ability and achievement. But secondly, the conception ofa political 
élite — more broadly or narrowly defined — which is at the centre of neo-élitist 
analyses, raises a host of questions about élites, classes and democracy, various 
aspects of which I have discussed in the preceding chapters, and which I shall 
now examine further in the perspective of recent social changes. 

The first issue to be considered here is whether there are any convincing 
examples in the twentieth century of a ‘ruling élite’ or ‘power élite’. In earlier 
chapters I have argued, while noting some possible exceptions (see pp. 29-30 
above), that domination in most historical forms of society has been exercised by 
a class — a warrior nobility, landowners, industrial capitalists — whose position as 
the rulers of society is based upon ownership or effective possession of the major 
productive resources; and not by élite groups which can be defined by other 
criteria. With respect to modern capitalist societies in particular I have outlined 
reasons for rejecting the claims that a new élite of bureaucrats or managers has 
been establishing itself in power; and also the similar claims concerning the role of 
bureaucrats or intellectuals in the new nations of the Third World. 

Nevertheless, some problematic cases have emerged in recent times. One is 
that of the military regimes which were installed in some countries (chiefly, but 
not exclusively, in the Third World) at various times during the twentieth century. 
These regimes, however, were not all alike: some were reformist or revolutionary, 
others — especially since 1945 — counter-revolutionary, and this fact indicates that 
in addition to the specific circumstances which gave military officers an 
exceptionally prominent role in society major class allegiances were also involved 
(see pp. 81-3 above). A second case is that of societies in which a political party 
established itself in power, suppressed all rival political forces, and inaugurated 
what could be regarded as a system of élite rule by the party leadership and a 
network of lesser functionaries — the two outstanding examples being the Soviet 
Union and National Socialist Germany. But here too, although we have to pay 
serious attention to the new political phenomenon of the development of mass 
parties, an analysis of the conditions in which these parties gained and consolidated 
their power cannot proceed very far without examining the class structure and 
class relations. In both Germany and the Soviet Union the party (and its specialized 
apparatuses such as the secret police) constituted the principal basis of political 
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domination, and in that sense we can speak ofa unified ‘power élite’, regulating a 
totalitarian system. At the same time, however, this type of political system 
involved a substantial degree of control over the national economy, most obviously 
in the Soviet Union, where, it can be argued, a ‘new class’ emerged which had 
effective possession, if not legal ownership, of the principal means of production.* 
Thus, while the role of the military or of a mass party, in some countries and 
during certain periods, may create a distinctive type of power élite, this élite is 
still intimately connected with major social classes or may give rise to new class 
formations. 

At all events it is evident that in the present-day world, dominated by the 
leading capitalist countries, classes and class relations have the most potent 
influence on the character of political rule. In consequence, élite theory has virtually 
ceased to be expounded as a comprehensive alternative to class theory, or to the 
various theories of ‘new social movements’; and the principal discussions of 
élites and élitism now concern primarily their relation to democracy. This theme 
was already prominent in some earlier studies, but it was given a new salience by 
the radical movements of the 1960s and it has continued to occupy a large place 
in recent debates, especially with reference to citizenship and to the restoration 
(or in many cases the attempted creation for the first time) of democratic regimes 
in Eastern Europe. 

These debates involve in the first place very different conceptions of democracy, 
which I considered in Chapter 6 above, but which can now be more extensively 
analysed in the light of changes that have taken place over the past three decades. 
A broad distinction can be drawn between what may be called ‘liberal democracy’ 
and ‘participatory democracy’, though there are also diverse formulations within 
each category.’ The first conception expresses what I have characterized as a 
‘static’ view, according to which democracy has been finally achieved, in varying 
forms to be sure, in the modern industrial societies and to some extent elsewhere, 
through universal suffrage and the creation of political systems in which several 
parties compete freely for the support of a mass electorate. The liberal view 
emphasizes representative government and largely rejects the idea that citizens 
can, in any significant sense, govern themselves; and as we have seen this leads in 


some modern theories to a conception of democracy as being no more than a 
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competitive struggle between political élites for the votes of a largely passive 
electorate. Against this, however, the so-called ‘liberal-pluralist’ theories introduce 
another political factor, namely pressure groups, which are held to express more 
directly the interests of particular groups of citizens, and to constrain in some 
degree the actions of political parties and of the centralized state. One feature of 
this view is that it assigns a more active role to the electorate (or at any rate to 
some parts of it), though ifa wide-ranging pluralism is to be identified and advocated 
it needs to be extended to take account of social movements, which may mobilize 
much larger numbers of people. 

Social movements, however, unlike pressure groups, generally have broader 
aims which look to the state of society as a whole, and in many cases advocate 
fundamental changes in the economic and social structure, so that their purposes 
and actions are in fact more closely related to the second conception I have 
distinguished — ‘participatory democracy’. Indeed, it was the social movements 
of the 1960s which imparted a new vitality to this idea. What is expressed in it, 
first of all, is the view that democracy is itself a ‘movement’ which is still very far 
from its ultimate goal of establishing a form of society in which ‘government by 
the people’ becomes a reality. The proponents of participatory democracy 
therefore advocate, and analyse the conditions for, a continuous process of 
extending democracy, both within and outside the political system, and notably in 
the economic sphere of labour and production. 

Let us consider, first, the ways in which democracy might be extended in the 
political system itself. There are numerous projects and movements devoted to 
this end, and we may take as an instructive example Charter 88 in Britain which 
campaigns for a new constitutional settlement that would include a Bill of Rights 
to establish civil liberties; freedom of information and open government; an electoral 
system of proportional representation; replacement of the House of Lords by a 
democratic, non-hereditary second chamber; subordination of the political 
executive to parliament and of all state agencies to the rule of law; the independence 
of a reformed judiciary; legal remedies for abuses of power by the state and its 
officials; an equitable distribution of power between the nations composing the 
United Kingdom and between local, regional and central government; and a written 


constitution anchored in the idea of universal citizenship. Some of these goals 
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have already been attained in other modern democracies, and Britain — with a 
system of government that remains semi-feudal and exceptionally élitist — is 
undoubtedly less democratic than a number of other developed countries. This is 
not to say, however, that participatory democracy cannot also be greatly extended 
elsewhere; and some of the major issues are illuminated by the development of 
supra-national organizations, especially in Western Europe. 

The European Community, at the present time, is far from being a thoroughly 
democratic political system; not because decisions are taken by ‘bureaucrats in 
Brussels’, but because they are taken, behind closed doors, by a Council of 
Ministers which is appointed by member governments, while the elected European 
Parliament has only limited powers. Furthermore, the very size, complexity and 
remoteness of a supra-national political system makes democratic participation 
and control more difficult, and the vaguely defined notion of ‘subsidiarity’ which 
the EC has formulated seems at present to mean little more than accepting the 
right of member states not to implement some Community policies of which they 
disapprove. Thus the ‘social chapter’ in the project for a more integrated 
Community, which attempts in a modest way to extend democratic participation 
in economic and social decision-making, has been rejected by the British government. 
Effective participatory democracy, on the other hand, requires a much more 
radical devolution of power within nation states themselves, to regional and local 
authorities whose policies can be more closely observed and influenced by the 
public. It also requires an extension of democracy into the process of production, 
both of goods and services (including education, health care and social welfare), 
by the introduction of appropriate forms of self-management’ and representation 
of consumers. The extent to which such goals can be attained or more closely 
approached, and by what means, is a large subject, outside the scope of the 
present book, and I intend to examine it in a separate study. What is clear at all 
events is that there are increasingly powerful movements in the advanced industrial 
countries which are campaigning in several directions for fundamental changes in 
the structure of power, not only in the formal institutions of government but in 
the social system as a whole. 

There are, therefore, major currents of anti-élitist thought and doctrine in the 


industrial countries, and to some extent elsewhere, which find expression in various 
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forms; as projects for the reform of political institutions, for the extension of 
democracy into new areas of social life, or for the growth of citizenship, particularly 
in the sphere of social rights. What is being asserted is a principle of equality, in 
opposition to a social system in which there is a massive concentration of power 
in the hands of small groups of people who may be described as ‘élites’, or more 
accurately as ‘upper classes’. On the other side, however, there are strong élitist 
tendencies — emanating naturally enough from some élites themselves and especially 
those constituting the ‘political class’ — which manifest themselves in various 
forms: (i) the gradual transformation of party electoral campaigns into media 
circuses in which the role of the party leader is invested with as much glamour and 
‘charisma’ as is attainable; (ii) the regular convocation of ‘summit meetings’ at 
which world leaders are supposed to confer seriously and effectively about 
solutions to global problems, but which are also largely media events; (iii) the 
tendency towards an increasing centralization of power in many political parties 
themselves, which enhances the role of some leader or leading group while restricting 
opportunities for the members at large to express alternative views or to initiate 
fundamental debates about policy; (iv) a resistance in some countries, and notably 
in Britain, to a reform of electoral systems which would make possible the effective 
representation in government of substantial minority groups; and (v) a general 
hostility to social movements which become active and influential outside the 
sphere of party politics. 

These élitist counter-currents are, however, less effective than their authors 
would desire. In most of the developed democratic countries there is widespread 
disillusionment with, and cynicism or indifference about, the actions of political 
élites, manifested partly in large-scale abstention from voting (notably in the 
USA), but also in the continuing growth of new social movements whose aims 
range from the assertion of regional and local interests to direct action against 
environmental damage, and in the attempts by green movements in particular to 
discover a form of party organization which would be less hierarchical, bureaucratic 
and élitist. More generally it may be argued, as Albertoni does, that modern ‘neo- 
élitism’ — that is to say, élitism modified by welfare-state, liberal-democratic and 
socialist conceptions — although it has given rise to numerous empirical studies’ 


and to reformulations of élite theory,*® contains ‘an unresolved question which is 
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not simply theoretical but ideological’; namely, ‘what are the moral values and 
practical ends which today inspire the new élites?’ And he goes on to say that ‘we 
are still waiting for an unambiguous political doctrine’, based on neo-élitist analyses, 
that would be ‘feasible within the context of the substantially participatory and 
mass form of democracy in contemporary society’ (Albertoni 1987, pp. 162-3). 

It may be questioned, though, whether the present capitalist democracies, 
even taking into account the activities of numerous social movements, are as 
‘participatory’ as this comment suggests, and whether the main problem is in fact 
that of reformulating élite moral values and practical aims, rather than exploring 
ways in which the autonomous and self-governing actions of citizens might be 
further extended. This second alternative, as I have indicated, raises complex 
issues into which I cannot enter here, but what is quite clear is that in any large 
society or association government or management has to be representative,’ and 
that a realistic conception of participatory democracy must undoubtedly 
incorporate some elements of the liberal theory, while attempting to go beyond it. 
One major question then concerns the ‘representativeness’ of management or 
government, which involves not only the kind of reforms in political institutions 
that I have briefly considered, but still more the extension of representation to the 
sphere of work and production. Such an extension of democracy, or in other terms 
of the content of citizenship, implies a generally anti-élitist rather than a neo- 
élitist view, with the main emphasis placed on human equality, as I have argued in 
the previous chapter. 

The end of the twentieth century is neither the end of history nor its beginning, 
but represents a new phase in that process which began two centuries ago with 
the accelerated progress of science and its application to production, the global 
expansion of industrial capitalism, and the rise of political movements challenging 
the domination of particular classes, élites and nations. There has been a succession 
of ‘industrial revolutions’, the most recent — the computer-information-automation 
revolution — being characterized especially by the emergence ofa specific type of 
knowledge-based society (all human societies are knowledge-based in some way) 
such as Marx, in one of the most illuminating sections of the Grundrisse (1857— 
8, pp. 704-9), foresaw almost one hundred and fifty years ago. Among the most 


important changes which the rapid advance of science and technology is now 
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producing are a radical reassessment of the nature and social role of work, the 
possibility of expanding greatly the sphere of leisure time, and the growing need 
for a more deliberate collective organization and regulation of production, with 
precise social aims that would necessarily include confronting the huge problems 
of bridging the gulf separating rich and poor countries, and of harmonizing 
production with the conservation, and indeed restoration, of the natural environment. 
From one aspect it may seem that coping with these changes will enhance the role 
of political élites, but this is a limited and misleading view. Far more important for 
the future of human societies throughout the world is the active intervention of 
ever larger numbers of educated and responsible citizens who have increasing 
leisure to devote to the self-regulation of their forms of life, and an awareness of 
the broader context and repercussions of their actions. In this process social 
movements of many different kinds are likely to have a growing influence, 
encouraging the necessary dissolution of the mystique of political élites and at the 


same time undermining the real dominance of upper classes. 


NOTES 


1 For a discussion of Schumpeter’s schema, and of the criticisms brought against 
it, see Bottomore (1992, chap. 5). 

2 ‘Accumulate, accumulate! That is Moses and the prophets!’ as Marx wrote in 
Capital (1867, vol. I, chap. 24, sect. 3). Schumpeter, much influenced by 
Marxist thought, also regarded capitalism as an essentially dynamic, innovating 
system, necessarily committed to perpetual growth and expansion. 

3 This closely resembles the comment by de Tocqueville; see above, p. 28. 

See above, p. 30 and the studies by Hegedüs (1976, chap. 7) and Konrad and 
Szelényi (1979, chap. 10). I have discussed these issues more fully in Bottomore 
(1991a, chap. 3). 

5 For a succinct account of the different forms of liberal democratic theory and 
practice, see Holden (1988, chap. 2); and on participatory democracy, Pateman 
(1970). 

6 There is a large literature on various kinds of self-management, which includes 
studies of the former Yugoslav system, the cooperative movement and 
‘communities of work’, expositions of Guild Socialism, anarchism and some 
versions of Marxism which emphasized the role of workers’ councils; but so far 
as I am aware there is no comprehensive work analysing systematically the 
policies that were proposed and implemented, or the nature of the problems 
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that were encountered. The Concise Encyclopaedia of Participation and Co- 
Management (1992) does, however, provide much valuable information and 
analysis relating to these questions. 

See especially Dogan (1975) and Suleiman (1978), and the broader studies of 
classes and élites in Bottomore and Brym (1989). 

For example, by Aron (1950, 1960). 

A general assembly of several thousands, hundreds of thousands, or millions of 
people, as a sole and universal method of deciding policies, is manifestly 
unworkable. Even on a smaller scale it presents many problems, as was illustrated 
by the general assemblies popular among radical students in the 1960s, whose 
principal (beneficial) achievement was in fact to increase student representation 
on various university committees. Referenda, as another means of eliciting the 
direct expression of opinion on important issues, also raise difficult and well- 
known problems. 
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